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ONE


 


 

 “Tell me again how you got roped into this?” 
 I looked across the fire pit in our backyard toward my friend Livy. She slouched low in her chair, probably a little sleepy from the big dinner we just finished and the cool spring air. I was feeling a little sleepy, at least. Maybe the big meal hadn’t been a good idea—not when she and her boyfriend, Hunter, had come over so that I could help her with a project. And maybe sending Hunter and my boyfriend, Nico, inside to open a bottle of wine hadn’t been a good idea either. Wine wasn’t known to wake people up and motivate them to work. 
 Livy sighed. “It’s really terrible, actually,” she said. “And the only reason I agreed to it in the first place is because it’s so terrible.” She scooted up in her chair and perched her foot on the side of the fire pit table. “The drama teacher from Temecula Hills High School disappeared without a trace about three weeks ago. No one knows what happened. It’s been tough on the kids at the school, especially the drama kids. The principal is trying to keep everything as normal as possible, so the school is moving forward with its spring play. Back in winter, I helped some of the neighborhood girls learn their lines when they did Romeo and Juliet—you know, just informally at home. So they asked me to help with this upcoming play. And when I say ‘help,’ I mean do everything.” 
 “There’s not a substitute drama teacher to run it?” I asked. From the corner of my eye I saw Nico and Hunter walking across the patio toward us, each carrying two wine glasses. I smiled at Nico as he sat in the chair next to me and handed over a glass. 
 “There is a substitute,” Livy said, taking a glass from Hunter as he sat next to her. “Fleming’s assistant director has been subbing in all his classes since he went missing. Luckily, she has the right credentials for that. But she doesn’t feel comfortable running a whole production on top of all the teaching she’s now doing. Honestly, she doesn’t really have the experience anyway. I wanted the kids to have the opportunity to do a play this season, so when they asked…” Her voice trailed off as she gazed into the fire, seemingly lost in thought. 
 “She couldn’t say no,” Hunter finished for her. “Not to the kids, and not to doing a stage production. She never could say no to the stage.” He grinned at his girlfriend and sipped his wine. Somewhere in that grin, I could see the unspoken memories of their years growing up together. I didn’t know how long Livy and Hunter had been a couple, but I knew they met when they were ten years old. With nearly two decades of memories, Hunter’s smiles often had an I-know-you-inside-out look about them. 
 Livy sipped her wine and then put it down on the fire pit table. “No, I couldn’t say no to any of it. But the kids aren’t catching on to the storyline very quickly, and they’re really struggling with their lines. It’s not going well.” She stared at her wine glass, backlit by the fire, and shook her head. 
 “I have a question,” Nico said. His San Diego Padres baseball cap covered his nearly-shaved head, and his hazel eyes were partially hidden in the cap’s shadow, but I could still see the honest curiosity on his face. “Why are you doing another Shakespeare play? If you did Shakespeare in the winter, why do Shakespeare in the spring, too?” 
 Livy looked up from the wine glass, her trance broken, and smiled. “That’s all I know!”  
 She and Hunter exchanged glances and both chuckled.  
 “You grew up in a town that did a Shakespeare festival, right?” I said. “And you performed in the plays that the town put on?” It had recently been brought to my attention that I knew very little of my friends’ backstories, so I had been making an effort to ask them about their lives.  
 “Yep,” Livy confirmed. “And we didn’t even do Shakespeare justice, but I know enough now to help these high school kids put on some kind of production. If only they could learn their lines.” She wiggled her eyebrows at me and picked up her wine glass for another sip. “That’s where you come in.” 
 I wiggled my eyebrows back at her. Yes, that was where I came in. I taught high school English in a different district, and my school was just beginning its week-long spring break. Temecula Hills was still in session, so that meant I would be available to dazzle those well-meaning, teenage thespians with my Shakespeare knowledge. Or, more likely, just help Livy drill their lines into them. “I will surely do my very best,” I said. 
 “So, Livy, has there been any update on the missing drama teacher?” Nico asked. He swirled his wine absentmindedly before smelling it and sipping it.  
 Livy shook her head. “No, not as far as I know. No one really knows what to think. The teacher—his name is Marcus Fleming—he lives alone, and all his family is out of state. From what I heard, he pretty much kept to himself, too. He didn’t have many friends, didn’t hang out with coworkers after school, nothing like that. So one Monday morning, he didn’t show up for work. The school tried to contact him, but there was no answer. They tried his emergency contact on file, and no answer there. The drama assistant, Esther, went to Marcus’ condo that afternoon, and he wasn’t home. His car was there, but he wasn’t. So she reported him missing. That was in late February, and here we are in March without any idea where he is.” 
 Hunter looked at Livy. “And they checked with his out-of-state family to see if he turned up in their neck of the woods?” He placed his barely-touched wine on the fire pit table. 
 “I think so,” Livy said. Her expression changed, becoming both pained and apologetic. “I hate to say this, especially since we don’t know what happened, but it’s sort of an awkward situation because the kids didn’t really like him much. They’re all worried about him, but they’re also sort of relieved that they don’t have to see him every day. They love drama and that’s why they continue in the program, but they’ve said he was condescending. One or two of them even called him creepy. So now they have all kinds of conflicting feelings. Worry yet relief. Guilt that they feel relieved. Stress that the program might not continue. It’s been very tough on them.” 
 “Is that why they’re having trouble learning their lines?” Nico asked. 
 “Maybe,” Livy said. “But then there’s also just the issue of being teenagers. They’ve got a lot going on. Classes, sports, work, worrying about college—you know how all that is. So it could be anything.” 
 Nico stood and took one more sip of his wine before pouring the rest into my glass. He stretched his arms over his head and said, “Hunter, let’s get out of here so these two can plan their Shakespeare-teaching strategy. What kind of video games do you like?” 
 Hunter also rose and poured the rest of his wine into Livy’s glass. “All of them.” He tousled Livy’s hair—despite her trying to duck away—and then followed Nico across the patio to the house. At the door, he turned and said, “Oh, if you need any extra help with this Shakespeare stuff, you know who you should ask?” He didn’t wait for us to answer. “Will.” 
 Nico, who was already standing inside the house, also turned to chime in. “Oh yeah, that’s right,” he said, his face lighting up. “That’s how he and Amy met, right? There was some sort of Shakespeare book or something that brought them together.” 
 I furrowed my eyebrows at Hunter and Nico. Neither Livy nor I answered, and after a moment the guys tired of waiting for a response. They continued through the house toward the video games. 
 I looked at Livy. “Is that true about Amy and Will?” I asked. “That they met because of a book?” 
 Livy shrugged. “I don’t know.” She smiled. “See, you don’t have to feel so bad about not knowing how all your friends and their significant others met. I don’t know everyone’s stories either.”  
 “I think it makes me feel worse that Nico knows more about my friends than I do—and he’s only been in Southern California for six months.” 
 Yep, it definitely did make me feel worse. I met Nico on a trip to Italy nearly two years ago and pretty much instantly fell in love. We had a long-distance relationship for awhile, but then he moved to California to be with me. At first I was worried that he wouldn’t like it here or wouldn’t adjust well, but clearly that hadn’t been the case. Not only had he adjusted well, but he also knew more about my friends than I did.  
 Actually, I think it made me adore him even more. 
 For the next hour or so, Livy and I talked about A Midsummer Night’s Dream, the most challenging scenes in the play, and the kids who needed extra special help with their lines. Nico came out once to empty the wine bottle into our glasses, and as we continued to talk and drink, our ideas became more inspired. By ten o’clock, I was sure that Livy and I were geniuses and would have those teenagers ready to perform within five days, even though they had another month of rehearsals. I was about to say just that when Livy’s phone chimed. 
 She leaned forward and grabbed it from the edge of the fire pit table. “Oh, it’s Amy. She sent a text to both of us.”  
 Vaguely I wondered where I had put my phone but figured it didn’t matter since Livy could tell me what the message said.  
 As she pulled up the full text, she smiled and continued, “We should ask her if Nico and Hunter were right about how she met her hubby.” Her smiled dropped as she read the message. Then she made a face. “What? Hang on.”  
 I wasn’t sure if she was talking to me or herself, so I remained silent as she tapped the phone and then put it to her ear.  
 After a moment, she said, “Hey, Amy! So, what’s going on?” She paused, listening. “Okay, yeah. I’m sure that’s fine. Thanks for the heads up. Bye.”  
 She disconnected the call and put the phone back on the fire pit table. 
 “Everything okay?” I asked. 
 Livy took a long moment to gather her thoughts, which was uncharacteristic. She almost never thought before she spoke, for better or worse. Either the wine had really gone to her head and slowed her thoughts or something was really not okay. 
 “Amy and Will were just getting home from a late dinner, and they saw Sophia Andreas and two of the Helton girls
banging on my store’s front door, hysterical. Amy asked what was going on, and the girls wouldn’t say specifically—just that they needed to see me right away. Since it seemed pretty important and Amy knew that we were here, she gave the girls your address. They’re on their way over.” 
 “Sophia and two of the Helton girls?” I asked. 
 Livy nodded. 
 “Sophia’s in the play, isn’t she? And aren’t a couple of the Helton girls also in it?” 
 Livy continued nodding. Then she looked around the backyard as though still gathering her thoughts. “This could get interesting. Jada Helton raised her girls to be pretty level-headed, but Sophia is all over the place. And she has a knack for riling people up. It’s after ten o’clock on a Sunday night. This could be anything.” 
 I finished the last sip of my wine. With a couple teenagers on their way over, our night was about to change course, but there was certainly no need to waste good wine. 



 

TWO

   
   
 My family owned a winery in the heart of Southern California’s Temecula wine country. My grandfather not only built the winery but also dreamed up the beautiful surrounding enclave of restaurants, tasting rooms, and specialty shops. He named the enclave Otto Viti, which meant eight vines in Italian and represented the eight wine tasting rooms sprinkled up and down the street. Nico and my friends worked in Otto Viti. Livy and Hunter ran a little shop where they made homemade beauty products and remedies for minor aches and pains. Amy ran a book-slash-coffee shop. Nico was the manager of a tasting room called Entonces, though he was in the process of opening his own shop that offered wine tasting classes. Everyone in Otto Viti, sometimes called OV for short, knew each other. Which, for the most part, was pretty great. 
 Some business owners lived over their stores, though most of those people were either single or without children. The business owners with families mostly lived somewhere nearby. Athena Andreas ran Circe Winery’s tasting room, and she was the exception. She and her teenage daughter, Sophia, lived over the tasting room. Sophia hadn’t always been the most pleasant teenage girl, but she seemed to have mellowed since Livy hired her part-time at Mortar and Pestle. Getting into drama, especially with Livy helping out here and there, also seemed to have helped. She was growing into her own skin. 
 But she still had her moments. 
 Like tonight. Why in the world was she hysterically pounding on Livy’s door in OV? And how did she manage to get the Helton girls to join in? 
 “Should we go inside and wait?” I asked, standing. The house Nico and I rented was only about two miles from OV, and that meant the girls would show up any minute. We might as well be ready to meet them. 
 Livy got to her feet, swaying unexpectedly. “Whoa,” she said. “How much wine did we drink?” She picked up her wine glass and her phone, then turned toward the patio door. 
 “Well,” I said, following her into the house, “Probably too much to be helpful during times of hysteria.”  
 We found Hunter and Nico in the middle of playing some sort of golf video game. Hunter was swinging a controller around, and Nico was watching from the couch. Our little Goldendoodle puppy lay stretched across his lap. As soon as little Uni saw us, she jumped down and scrambled over. 
 “There’s no question who she loves most,” Nico said, nodding toward our dog.  
 I knew Nico meant me, but I was pretty sure Uni loved Livy even more than me. True, Uni generally chose me over Nico. But if Livy was around, she chose Livy over me. We sometimes joked that Livy made products at her store that attracted dogs. 
 Uni sat right at Livy’s feet and waited to be given the attention she was certain she deserved. Livy gave Uni a vigorous rub-down and then sat on the edge of the ottoman. Uni jumped on her lap. 
 “Yeah, there’s no question who she loves most,” I said, sitting next to Nico on the couch. 
 Livy scratched Uni’s head, smiling, and shrugged. 
 Hunter watched the television screen as his score flashed. Then he sat next to Livy as Nico got up to take his turn swinging his controller around. “How’d you come up with the name Uni?” he asked, taking his turn to scratch our little fur ball’s ears. 
 “When I was really young, I wanted a unicorn,” I said. “My sisters wanted a dog. We ended up getting a dog, and I couldn’t understand why they got their way and I didn’t get mine. I guess I never really stopped wanting a unicorn, but a dog named Uni is the closest I’ll get.” 
 The doorbell rang, quickly followed by banging on the door. Nico froze, mid-swing. 
 “What was that?” he asked. 
 “That’s the reason we came inside,” I said. “Some teenage girls are here to see Livy.” 
 Hunter and Nico both looked at Livy as she got to her feet. “I don’t know,” she said, her words coming a little more slowly than normal. “Don’t ask me.” She wagged her finger back and forth between herself and Hunter. “This is why we’re never having kids. They are so needy.” 
 She started toward the front door with me right behind her. The doorbell rang three more times. 
 “Coming,” she called. “Be patient, darlings. Do those breathing exercises I taught you.” 
 As soon as Livy turned the doorknob, the girls on the other side pushed the door open. It slammed right into Livy’s forehead, but the girls didn’t seem to notice. 
 “Livy! Livy!” they squealed. As Livy tried to grab her banged-up forehead, they tried to grab her arms and pull her out of the house. 
 “We need you, please!” Sophia said. “You’ve got to help us!” She continued tugging Livy’s arm. 
 “What’s going on?” Hunter said, appearing behind me in the entryway. 
 “We need Livy to come with us right now,” said one of the Helton girls. Jada Helton owned a café in OV, and she had five teenage daughters, all of whom she employed, and all of whom I had difficulty telling apart. I was pretty sure this one was Ashlyn. 
 “Hang on,” Hunter said. “It’s after ten o’clock. What’s so important that it can’t wait until morning?” 
 “We can’t tell you!” Sophia said. She suddenly let out a jagged sob. Her long hair had been pulled back into a ponytail, but it was now coming loose and seemed to mirror the coming-undone of her emotions. “We have to show you. Come on, we have to go!” 
 “Wait a second, are you okay?” Nico said from behind Hunter. “What happened?” 
 All four of the adults inside the house were hovering around the thirty-year-old mark, some of us just over and some of us just under. And yet, from the way we spoke to the teenagers, I felt much older.  
 “No, no, no!” said Ashlyn’s sister, who I think might have been Gracie. “There’s no time to explain. We have to go.” 
 All three tugged Livy’s arm again, and she let them pull her outside. I followed.  
 “Jill, you come, too,” Sophia said. “Please, can you come with us?” 
 Before I could respond, Nico and Hunter were at my sides.  
 “I don’t think this is a good idea,” Hunter said. “Liv, you can’t drive.” 
 He was absolutely right. I couldn’t drive, either. We had far too much wine. 
 “I’ll drive,” Sophia said. 
 I looked at Nico. Even with the wine I knew that I didn’t want an emotional teenager driving me and Livy around. “Can you drive us?” I said to him quietly. 
 Just as quietly, he said back, “Why are you going?” 
 “Sophia said she wanted me to come. And I’m not going to let Livy go off by herself.” 
 Nico looked at me as if to say this is not a good idea.

 “Is it really that big of a deal if we go?” I added. 
 Nico looked over my head at Hunter. I turned to him, too. He shook his head, his lips pursed. Like Nico, he was not amused by the situation. I turned back to Nico, waiting for him to respond. 
 “The Explorer has seven seats,” Nico said. “We all can go together. I’ll drive. Let me just pull it out of the garage.” 
 I looked at Livy, silently asking if Nico’s plan was okay. She nodded.  
 “I’ll lock up here,” I said. Hunter stepped outside and I closed the door behind him. “Thank you,” I called after Nico as he walked toward the garage. 
 “I don’t like this,” he said over his shoulder. 
 “Me neither, but we can’t let Livy go with them by herself.” I flipped the door’s lock and grabbed my cell phone, which, as it turned out, I had left on the entryway table. Catching up with Nico, I continued, “And I bet I know exactly what this is about. The girls snuck out on a school night, some of their friends were drinking, one of them passed out, and the girls don’t know what to do. Livy is a good buffer between them and their moms, and that’s why they came looking for her. She’ll soften the blow when the moms find out. You know how teenagers are.”  
 We reached the door leading to the garage. Nico grabbed the doorknob and turned back to me. 
 “I remember being a teenager. I went to school, went to soccer practice, did my homework, and then did it all over again the next day. None of this out-at-ten-o’clock-on-a-Sunday stuff.” 
 Nico’s high school years sounded a lot like mine, and I saw his point. I couldn’t really defend the girls if my theory was correct, so I kept quiet.  
 Nico pulled open the door and strode to the Explorer’s driver’s side. I hopped into the back so that Hunter could sit in the front—and so that Livy and I could talk with the girls while we drove. Nico backed the car out of the garage, and everyone else jumped in. 
 “Where are we going?” Nico said. 
 “Head toward Otto Viti,” Ashlyn said from the third row. “And we’ll tell you where to turn.” 
 Nico shifted in his seat so that he could look back at us. “Can you just tell me where we’re going?” 
 “We don’t know the street names,” Sophia said from next to Ashlyn. “We just know how to get there.” 
 Nico caught my eye before facing forward again. His mood was getting worse by the second. Hunter stared straight ahead. I remembered Livy telling me he got quiet when he wasn’t happy. That was probably the case right now.  
 Livy looked at Gracie sitting between us and then at the others behind us. “Can you tell us what happened since we’re on our way?” 
 “We found something,” Sophia said. “The three of us were out with Victor tonight. We were just hanging around, and then Victor told us about something he heard from his older brother. He sort of dared us to check it out, and we did.” 
 “Turn right at the end of the street,” Ashlyn interrupted.  
 Nico did as he was told. 
 “What did he tell you?” I asked. If I remembered correctly, Livy had mentioned a kid named Victor earlier. He was one who needed extra special help with his lines in the play. 
 None of the girls answered. Sophia just shook her head. 
 “Turn left at the big intersection,” Ashlyn said. 
 Again, Nico obliged. 
 “We got really freaked out,” Sophia said. “Victor totally took off and left us there. We didn’t know what to do, so we went to find you, Livy. Amy told us where you were, and that’s how we ended up here.” 
 “You’re going to go straight until this road dead ends,” Ashlyn said. 
 None of us spoke. The girls were evading specifics, the guys were probably too irritated by the whole ordeal to speak, and I was losing the motivation to press for more details.  
 The street dead ended in front of a field. In the glow of the headlights, I could see a dilapidated old farmhouse that probably should have been torn down decades ago. It was set back from the street at least fifty yards.  
 This was where we were going? 
 “What’s here?” Hunter said as we got out of the car.  
 Sophia started sobbing. Before I knew it, Gracie joined in as well. Only Ashlyn seemed to keep control of her emotions—though it looked like she was only holding on by a thread.  
 “Is this the Old Everly Place?” Nico said. 
 “Yes,” Ashlyn said. 
 “How did you know that?” I asked.  
 I had spent countless weekends and summers in OV, not far from that crumbling house, and I hadn’t ever heard of it. How did Nico know about it? 
 “I read all about Temecula before moving here,” he said. “The Old Everly Place,” he nodded to the farmhouse, “it’s supposed to be haunted.” 
 Great. A haunted house that had thoroughly freaked out teenagers. Nico and Hunter were right. This wasn’t a good idea. 
 And my theory about a passed-out friend was seeming less and less likely. 
 “Let’s go,” Nico said. He locked the Explorer’s doors and started across the field, crunching through the weeds. “Show us what you saw.” 



 

THREE


 


 

 As we approached the house, Gracie and Sophia’s sobs became more hysterical. Ashlyn let out a whimper every now and again, but she managed to maintain control. All seven of us had the flashlights on our phones trained on the Old Everly Place. 
 “I feel like I’m living out a scene in some bad movie about teenagers seeking thrills and getting more than they bargained for,” Nico muttered to me.  
 I couldn’t agree more. And I didn’t like it one bit.  
 “Sorry,” I muttered back. It was my fault that we were here in the first place.  
 “If I had the opportunity to relive my teenage years with you, I’d choose to be doing something else.” 
 Before I could apologize again, Sophia had a complete meltdown. 
 “I can’t do it,” she sobbed. “I can’t go in again. I can’t, I can’t!” 
 Gracie melted down beside her. “I can’t either, please don’t make me!” 
 The four of us grown ups looked at each other. Why would we make them go in? They dragged us here.  
 “I’ll show them,” Ashlyn said, her voice shaky. 
 “But I don’t want to be out here by myself!” Gracie sobbed. 
 Nico’s tightening jaw betrayed his growing impatience. And the look on Hunter’s face mirrored Nico’s. 
 Part of me nearly offered to wait outside with the girls, but I stopped myself. My morbid curiosity compelled me to go see whatever had scared them to death. Plus, standing outside the old house waiting in the dark would be unnerving in its own way.  
 Nico held up his car keys and then threw them to Sophia. “Go sit in the car. Lock the doors. We’ll be back in a couple minutes.” 
 Sophia and Gracie trudged back toward the Explorer, arms around each other, still sobbing. 
 “Okay, where to?” Hunter asked Ashlyn. 
 She nodded and pointed toward a door barely hanging on its hinges. “Kids come here all the time to scare themselves since it’s supposed to be haunted.” She pulled on the door carefully and held it so we could all go inside. 
 “This place should be condemned,” Livy said as we shined our flashlights all around us. 
 She was one hundred percent correct. Maybe the place was condemned. It definitely should have been torn down already. Inside what appeared to be an old kitchen, the floor boards creaked. Holes peppered the walls, and a single light bulb hung from the ceiling. Dented soda and beer cans, empty chip bags, and candy wrappers littered the ground. I shuddered. Not only was the building falling apart, but it was also gross. Terrible. 
 My buzz from the wine was all but gone. 
 “Here’s the thing,” Ashlyn said with a shaky breath. “Most kids just come into this room or dare each other to go upstairs. And that’s it. But Victor’s older brother told him that there’s a secret passage leading under ground.” She gingerly crossed the room and kneeled down, running her hands over the floor. She hooked her pointer fingers under a notch in the wood and pulled up. “Here it is.” A square of flooring creaked as she pushed it all the way over, revealing the passageway below. The rest of us joined her and shined our flashlights into the big hole. A ladder was propped up against the side. I didn’t feel any desire to climb down it, and yet, I knew that I would. 
 “You went down there?” Livy asked.  
 Ashlyn wiped her face with her forearms and took another ragged breath. She nodded. 
 Nico exhaled loudly and then lowered himself onto the ladder. Hunter followed, then Livy, then me, and then Ashlyn.  
 Down below, the air was stale, but the earthen ground was clear of cans and chip bags. Clearly the passage was a secret. Or, nearly a secret, since we knew about it.  
 The passage was wide enough for two people to walk side by side, but the ceiling was so low that Hunter and Nico had to stoop. Wine barrels were stacked along the walls.  
 “Is this a wine cave? A cellar?” I asked.  
 No one answered.  
 We followed Ashlyn down the passage. I turned off my flashlight and turned on my camera. With the four other flashlights zigzagging everywhere, I could see well enough, and if what we found was nearly as bad as I was beginning to think it was, I wanted to have some pictures for evidence.  
 Evidence for what? I didn’t really know. But in the last six months, our little community had seen two tragedies, and both times I had gotten too involved. I didn’t like that I had been so involved, but the experiences had made me develop the impulse to document anything that seemed even slightly strange. 
 I lagged behind, snapping pictures—lots of pictures. Pictures of the wine barrels. Of the walls. Of the dead rat next to a barrel. Eww. Of the empty wine bottle next to the rat. Of the broken glass and corks further down.  
 Ahead of me, Ashlyn half-gasped and half-sobbed. “There,” she said. And then she spun around and rushed back down the passageway, nearly knocking me over as she went.  
 “Ashlyn, wait,” Livy called after her. “What happened?” She followed Ashlyn, and this time I moved out of the way to avoid a collision. 
 I flipped on my flashlight again and watched Livy for a moment before my attention was drawn back to the guys. They were crouching down next to the brick wall at the end of the passage.  
 “What the—?” Hunter said. 
 “Is that—?” Nico said. He ran his fingers over the wall as though the bricks formed some sort of braille that he was trying to read.  
 I approached them slowly, my light still illuminating the whole wall. “What?” I said softly. 
 Nico stood and ran his hands along the top row of bricks. Once he moved, I could see that there was a brick missing low on the wall—and that was the spot he and Hunter had been staring at. Hunter was still shining his flashlight through the hole.  
 “This is a false wall,” Nico said. “There’s a room behind it, and there’s someone in the room. Call 911.” 
 Someone in the room? Hunter was still crouched next to the small hole, now running his hands over the wall—not trying to read brick braille but instead searching for loose bricks that could be popped out.  
 My hands shook as I stared at my phone and tried to pull myself together. 911. I could dial that. I knew how to do that. 911. Just three little numbers.  
 “Is the person dead?” I asked with a shaky voice. I dreaded the answer.  
 But no answer came. Nico and Hunter continued looking for ways to get through the bricks. 
 I tried 911 but couldn’t get through. I tried again, and again I couldn’t get through. 
 “I can’t connect,” I said. “I’m going outside.” 
 My announcement was met with silence. 
 I hurried down the passageway, trying my best to avoid wine corks, broken bottles, and dead rats. Up the ladder and through the front door I scrambled, barely noticing Livy talking to Ashlyn a few feet from the house as I fumbled with my phone to call 911 again. I paced back and forth as the call connected and gave the emergency dispatcher the details of what just happened. From the corner of my eye, I saw Sophia and Gracie crossing the field toward us. Their phone flashlights zigzagged over the house, and as the light nearly blinded me once they were close enough, I felt frustration and incredulity growing in me. Why in the world hadn’t the girls called 911 in the first place? They shouldn’t have come for Livy. If they had seen a body behind a false wall, they should have called the police. That was all they needed to do. 
 Ending the call, I looked at the girls who were now all sitting on the ground, their arms wrapped around each other as they sobbed. Livy was crouching down next to them, clearly trying to break through the barrier of sobs and arms to find out what exactly had happened. She was not having much luck. 
 I couldn’t believe it. Just a couple months ago we had discovered a body—though under completely different circumstances—and I had been calling 911 about that. Having to do it again was surreal. Horrifying and unbelievable. 
 I tried to take a deep breath and clear my head. 
 What next? 
 The detective.  
 I needed to call the detective. I didn’t want to, but he was probably going to be called down here anyway. And it was probably a good idea to let him know I was involved. Again. 
 He was not going to like this. 
 I scrolled through the contacts on my phone and tapped Detective Fitts’ name.  
 The phone rang twice before he answered. 
 “Jill D’Angelo,” he said.  
 “Hi,” I said dumbly. The detective and I often rubbed each other the wrong way, but the last time I got myself wrapped up in one of his cases, we kind of started to get along. Just a little. We weren’t friends, and it wasn’t like I was breaking bad news to someone I cared about, but I was still having a hard time finding the words to communicate what had just happened.  
 “You only call me when something’s wrong,” he said. “And it’s nearly eleven o’clock. So what now?” 
 “Have you ever heard of the Old Everly Place?” 
 “Officers are sent to chase kids away from there all the time. That place is about to fall down. Dangerous.” 
 “Did you know there was an underground wine cellar there?” 
 Fitts didn’t respond right away. I could almost hear the wheels in his head turning. “What’d you find?” he said eventually. 
 I told him the whole story. Throughout my retelling, he huffed and clucked. He was probably counting every wrong decision we had made over the last hour. Not calling 911 the second the girls showed up at our house. Not calling their parents right after that. Letting them take us to the Old Everly Place. Going into the Old Everly Place. And I’m sure there were ten other mistakes somewhere in there as well. 
 When I finished, he said, “D’Angelo, why does trouble always seem to find you?” 
 “I wish it didn’t,” I muttered.  
 “Me too.” He sighed. “I’m on my way.” 
 I pocketed my phone and walked to the teenage girls and Livy.  
 “I called 911 and Detective Fitts,” I said. “They’re coming.” 
 Livy stood and flicked her eyes across the field, signaling that we needed to walk away from the girls for a private conversation. 
 “What was down there?” she asked in a low voice. 
 “A false wall with a brick missing,” I said in an equally-low voice. “And the guys said there was a room behind the wall with a body in it. I think they’re trying to find a way to break down the wall right now.” 
 Livy pressed her fingers against her temples. “A body?” The news sunk in for a moment. Then her eyes grew. “Why are the guys trying to break down the wall? What if the bricks all fall on them or something caves in?” 
 She turned and rushed toward the house. I was on her heels. Inside the disgusting kitchen, Livy and I both kneeled next to the hole in the floor.  
 “Hey!” Livy called into the cellar. “Get out of there, you guys! The police are on their way, and we don’t need anything falling or collapsing on you!” 
 No answer came, but I got the feeling that they heard her. If they didn’t respond or appear in thirty seconds, I was going down to get them. 
 Livy looked at me. “The girls weren’t making any sense just now, but one word kept coming up.” She grimaced. “Fleming.” 
 “The missing drama teacher?” 
 Livy nodded. “They must think the body down there is Marcus Fleming.”  
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 It was a long night. The first responders had a lot of questions when they arrived. Fitts had a lot of questions when he arrived. Then after the girls called their moms, they had a lot of questions when they arrived. Understandably.  
 I kept wondering why we hadn’t pushed the girls to tell us what was upsetting them so much before we got to the Old Everly Place. Maybe it was the wine. Nico and Hunter hadn’t had more than a couple sips themselves, but their cooler heads didn’t have the chance to prevail when Livy and I were simply okay with being dragged out by the teenagers. Plus, we just hadn’t had any idea what was coming our way. Never in my wildest dreams had I expected a body. I knew the girls had to be dragging us out for something bad, but I didn’t think it was going to be that bad. I assumed their hysteria was just normal, over-the-top high school dramatics.  
 Livy looked extremely uncomfortable when the girls were explaining to their moms what had happened. After all, the girls had sought Livy—not their mothers. But neither Athena nor Jada seemed upset with Livy. There were more-pressing issues to be upset about.  
 As surreal as the whole night was, I did latch onto one fact: the person behind the wall was in fact the drama teacher, Marcus Fleming, and he had not been dead long.  
 It was after one o’clock when Nico and I finally got home and fell into bed. When my alarm went off at five forty-five, I couldn’t believe the night had already slipped away. In my morning stupor, only one thing was clear. I wasn’t going running with my friends as we would have done under normal circumstances. I turned off my alarm, tapped out an apology text to my running partners, Livy and Jules, and fell back asleep. 
 I didn’t hear Nico get up, shower, let Uni out, or leave for work. Just after seven, I did hear Uni wrestling with a squeaky toy just outside the bedroom door. Those squeaky toys are much louder and more obnoxious at home than they are on the store shelves. I tried to sleep through the high-pitched squawking but was unsuccessful. 
 I rolled out of bed and found Uni doing exactly what I expected: playing a game of Pounce-on-Mister-Raccoon. I greeted her with a scratch on the head, and she pranced after me toward the kitchen. I loved having a puppy, but having one was a lot more work than I remembered. As I made myself a cup of coffee, I thought about Harley, my family’s dog when I was in elementary school. I didn’t have any memories of house breaking or behavior training. And yet Harley was a great dog, so my parents must have done something. Sure, my parents didn’t try to teach Harley how to be a soccer goalie as Nico was doing with Uni, but how did Harley learn to sit on command? I couldn’t remember even that.  
 It had been nearly seven years since my parents died in a boating accident, and I still had the urge to pick up the phone and call them with questions about my childhood from time to time. I sat at the kitchen table and sipped my coffee, waiting for the wave of sadness to pass. 
 Maybe my grandfather Aldo would remember what it was like training Harley. We spent nearly every weekend with him in Otto Viti—and I did remember Harley having free reign over the vineyard. He loved being at Aldo’s side, just like I loved it. 
 “Ready to get started today?” I asked Uni, bending down and rubbing her back. “I’ll just take a shower and then we’ll head over to OV where all your favorite people are.”  
 Uni looked at me like I was her idol, her tail wagging furiously. I stood and headed toward the back of the house with Uni right at my heels. 
 One day I wanted kids, but no time soon. Babies were cute, but they cried. And by the time they stopped crying about everything, they developed opinions. I wasn’t ready for that. But a dog who followed me around like I ruled the world was perfect right about now. 
 *** 
 Just behind Otto Viti was my grandfather’s vineyard—a long, sweeping hillside covered with beautiful vines. And just beyond the vineyard at the top of the hill was Aldo’s house. As I pulled into Aldo’s driveway, my phone buzzed. Without looking at it, I was almost certain the text message was from either Livy or Nico. Normally Nico would be the safe bet before eight o’clock in the morning, but given the circumstances of last night, Livy was a pretty good possibility this time, too. I turned off the car and checked the text message. It was from Livy. 

Everyone in OV seems to know what happened last night. When will you be here today? Maybe we should meet at the coffee shop with the friends to dispel rumors.

 I opened the car door and stepped out. After letting Uni out of the back, I typed a response. 

I just got to Aldo’s. I’ll wake up Holly and meet you down at the coffee shop in twenty.

 Uni and I walked up the driveway. As I unlocked the front door, my phone buzzed again. 

Holly’s already here, Livy responded. Just come on down. We’ll grab the others.

 Holly was already down there? I read the message twice. My youngest sister had lived with Aldo since our parents died, and she was a champion sleeper. She-who-could-sleep-fifteen-hours-a-day was up already? Huh. I responded to Livy with a thumbs-up emoji and walked into the house. Uni made a beeline for her favorite room: the playroom. When my older sister Stella had her sons, Aldo converted the brightest and airiest room into a playroom for them, and that room was quickly becoming Uni’s playroom as well. She loved those little boys, but she also loved their superhero toys and building blocks. 
 “Hello?” I called. “Anyone home?”  
 I knew Holly was already gone, but there was a slight chance Aldo could be around. When no one answered, I figured he was probably having coffee or playing chess with his buddies. 
 My original plan for the morning had been to park at Aldo’s and then walk down with Uni to Entonces where Nico worked. But now that plan was out the window.  
 Walking into the family room, I called, “Uni, kennel.” A couple moments later, Uni emerged from the back of the house, pranced into the puppy kennel next to the couch, and lay down. I covered it with a blanket. “Good girl,” I said. “I’ll be back in just a bit.” I always felt a little badly about putting her in the kennel, but she seemed to like it in there. She never fought it. Plus, I definitely wasn’t letting her roam free in Aldo’s house where her puppy curiosity could make trouble.  
 Back outside, I trotted down the driveway toward the path carved through the vineyard. Now that we were officially in spring, bud break was beginning on the grapevines. I loved that, and normally I’d stop to check it out. I loved watching the buds, the shoots, the leaves, the grapes. And before we knew it, harvest would be here again. But this morning, as I strode through the vineyard, thoughts of grapevines and winemaking were periphery and fleeting. What happened last night was taking most of my brainpower.  
 At the bottom of the vineyard path, I made the executive decision to walk behind the OV buildings toward Amy’s coffee shop. Occasionally OV visitors who had imbibed a wee bit too much found their way behind the buildings, but aside from that, normally the area was deserted—and that pretty much guaranteed none of OV’s nosy shopkeepers would stop me and ask what happened last night. I did, after all, want to get right to Amy’s.  
 Inside the coffee shop, I spotted my sisters and friends crowded around a high-top table in the back corner. I had expected to see Holly and Livy after reading Livy’s texts. And of course I expected Amy since we were in her shop. But I wasn’t sure exactly who else Livy meant when she had said we’ll grab the others. Now I knew that meant my older sister, Stella, and our resident baker, Jules. It also meant our resident drama queen, Elita. I wasn’t thrilled to see her. We didn’t need any of her drama. I was willing to bet that Livy didn’t ask Elita to come. She was probably already at the coffee shop when everyone showed up.  
 As I squeezed between Stella and Elita, Amy pushed a to-go coffee cup toward me.  
 “Thank you,” I said, grabbing it and taking a sip.  
 Thank goodness for Amy. That first cup of coffee at home hadn’t packed the punch I had hoped for, and I needed a second cup.  
 I looked around the table at everyone, my eyes finally landing on Livy. “So what have you told them?” 
 “Pretty much everything that I could remember,” Livy said. “We were going to wait for you, but—” 
 I waved off her explanation. Of course no one wanted to wait for me. I was even a little relieved that I didn’t have to be part of another rehashing. “So it’s just Q-and-A time, right?” 
 “How did the police know that the guy hadn’t been dead very long?” Holly asked. Her bushy hair was pulled into a sloppy bun on top of her head, which normally made her look playful and easygoing, but today she looked a little frazzled. Maybe even a little stressed. “He’s been missing for weeks now, hasn’t he?” she added. 
 I glanced at Livy, trying to recall what the first responders had said the night before and wondering if I’d get it right. “The body hadn’t had time to decompose,” I said slowly. Livy nodded, confirming my memory. “So it could only have been a couple hours.” 
 “The girls kept saying that it didn’t really look like him,” Livy said. “At least from what they saw through the wall after they realized a brick was loose and they pushed it through. They said he was so skinny. But they knew it was him by the tasseled shoes he always wore.” 
 “So maybe he starved to death?” Amy asked.  
 I looked at Livy again, wondering what she’d say to Amy’s question. She shuddered. “That’s horrifying,” she said. “It’s all horrifying. The Old Everly Place itself is horrifying. So creepy.” 
 Creepy, yes.  
 Her words reminded me about the pictures I had taken in the underground cellar. I reached for my phone in my back pocket. 
 “I went there once in high school,” Jules said. “Lots of kids would go there to freak themselves out, but I don’t think any of them knew there was a cellar below.” 
 I scrolled through the pictures on my phone and glanced in Jules’ direction. “I think that’s why the girls and that Victor guy were there last night—they were scaring themselves.” I put the phone on the table and slid it toward the middle. “I took pictures of the passageway. They’re not great, but you can still get the idea.” 
 Elita grabbed the phone and held it out enough for Holly and Jules to see alongside her. All three of their faces were like stone as Elita scrolled through the pictures. I looked out the coffee shop’s front window, waiting for them to finish, and just happened to catch a glimpse of my grandfather and his buddies power walking by. 
 Power walking? That seemed strange, but my eyes weren’t deceiving me. All four of them were wearing old t-shirts, ill-fitting sweatpants, and sweatbands on their wrists. All four of them were pumping their arms with each step as though on a mission.  
 I pointed to the window and nudged Stella. “What’s that about?”  
 Her gazed turned from the girls viewing pictures on my phone to the window. Her eyebrows rose. “I don’t know,” she said. “Are they exercising now as part of their morning routine? Adding that to the coffee and the chess playing?” 
 Elita set my phone on the table and slid it toward Stella and Amy. “Very disturbing,” she said. Jules and Holly nodded in agreement. 
 As Amy and Stella scrolled through the pictures, Jules said, “Who was exercising just now?” 
 “The Council of Elders,” I said, using the nickname I gave to Aldo and his buddies: Eduardo, who happened to be Elita’s dad; Artie, who happened to be my landlord; and Morrie, who happened to be, well, just Morrie.  
 “Oh,” Jules said, nodding. “Eduardo’s doctor put him on a diet, and the others decided to go on the diet with him for moral support. They must have added exercise to their new health regime.” 
 Elita turned to Jules and made a face. “How do you know that?” she asked. “I didn’t know my dad’s doctor put him on a diet.” 
 Jules looked slightly uncomfortable and shrugged. Before she could defend her right to have heard OV gossip before it reached Elita’s ears, Amy looked up from the pictures and tapped her fingernails on the table—a sign she was thinking about something but hadn’t quite found the words to express herself. We all turned to her, probably knowing before she did that an idea was germinating. 
 “This is all very ‘The Cask of Amontillado’,” she finally said.  
 “The Edgar Allan Poe story?” I asked, my eyebrows furrowing. “The Cask of Amontillado” was pretty much required reading for all ninth graders in my school district, and though I wasn’t teaching English 9 this year, it was a story I’d never forget. On a creepiness scale of one to ten, it was a solid twelve. 
 “Yeah,” Amy said slowly, thoughtfully looking out the window. “Maybe I’m just thinking that because the story crossed my desk recently.” We waited for her to continue. After a long moment, she did—but not with a comment about the Edgar Allan Poe story. Eyes still on the window, she said, “Isn’t that woman out there the reporter we don’t like?” 
 All our heads shifted to the window. Sure enough, Lucy Argyle, a local reporter harboring a huge grudge against OV was right outside. And even worse, she was talking to the principal at my school in Carlsbad. Like me, Dr. Stevens lived in Temecula and commuted down to the Northern San Diego coast for work. But unlike me, he was rarely in OV—and that was how I liked it. I wasn’t a fan of his “test scores first” leadership philosophy, and it seemed like I couldn’t do anything right when he was around.  
 Why was he here now of all times? And why was he talking to Lucy Argyle? 
 I fought the impulse to hide under the table until my two least-favorite people in the world moved away from the coffee shop window. Luckily I didn’t have to fight the impulse long. A moment after Amy pointed them out, they finished their conversation, and Stevens continued on his way without looking inside the shop. 
 That was good. 
 But then came the bad.  
 Lucy walked into the coffee shop, an evil grin spreading across her pale face as she spotted us at the back table.  
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 “Ah, the clucking hens have assembled,” Lucy said as she approached us. Her blonde hair was pulled into a tight, low ponytail and tied with a little violet ribbon, which seemed strangely immature when contrasted with her white high heels and knee-length violet pencil skirt. “You all sharing the latest gossip, are you?” She smiled her million-dollar smile.  
 None of us responded. We just stared.  
 “Oh, I’m kidding,” she laughed, waving away her rude comments as though they hadn’t been the worst way to approach us. The smile on her face suddenly dropped, replaced by a look that might have seemed sympathetic on anyone else. She tilted her head and blinked pseudo-earnestly. “It is so tragic, isn’t it? What happened to poor Marcus Fleming? No one deserves what happened to him, do they?” 
 Without a word, Stella slid off her chair and made for the door. Jules and Livy were right behind her. I wanted to leave as well, but I also wanted to stay and hear Amy’s thoughts on the Edgar Allan Poe story. This was just another reason to hate Lucy. Not only did she write terrible articles about OV in the newspaper, but she also interrupted important conversations. 
 “I bet Amy needs to get back to work,” Holly said. She hopped off her chair and tugged on Elita’s arm. Then she turned her eyes to me. “Jill, you coming?” 
 I looked at Amy. “I really want to hear what you were about to say. I’ll call you later,” I said. I grabbed my coffee cup and followed my sister and Elita toward the front door.  
 “Oh, Jill?” Lucy called after me. “You know a man by the name of Dr. Stevens, don’t you? I was just talking to him outside. He gave me some information that you might want to know, since you are one of his teachers and all.” 
 I stopped and turned back to Lucy. Her evil grin had returned. Amy still stood near our table, a couple feet away from Lucy, shooting daggers with her eyes at the meddling reporter.  
 “Go ahead without me,” I said to Holly. 
 “Why?” Holly said. “That woman doesn’t have anything important to tell you. She’s just baiting you.” 
 Holly was probably right. But I was going to take the bait—on the off chance that she did have some information I needed to know about Dr. Stevens. He was always throwing me for a loop, and just once I wanted to be prepared. 
 “I’ll see you at the winery in a bit,” I said to Holly. 
 My sister gave me a you-are-a-complete-idiot look and then left with Elita.  
 I took three brisk strides back to the table and slammed my coffee cup down. Lucy sat in a chair, but I remained standing and crossed my arms. 
 “Need a refill?” Amy asked. Her eyes flicked to the coffee on the table.  
 “No, thanks,” I said. “But I still want to talk to you later about the point you were making.” 
 Amy nodded and walked away.  
 Lucy tilted her head and went with another one of her pseudo-earnest looks. “Did you know that Dr. Stevens knew Marcus Fleming personally?” 
 The question felt like a trap. Maybe it was her condescending tone. “Dr. Stevens is a principal, and he lives in Temecula,” I said. “And Marcus Fleming was a teacher in Temecula. I’m not surprised that their paths crossed.” 
 “Oh?” Lucy broke into a smile. “Did you know that Dr. Stevens was Fleming’s boss at Temecula Hills and tried to get Fleming fired a couple years ago?” 
 Her sudden smile threw me off. Why was Dr. Stevens trying to fire Fleming something to smile about? 
 “I don’t have time to play games with you,” I said. “What are you implying? That Stevens hated Fleming and could have a motive to kill him?”  
 A tiny part of me wondered if she was implying that Stevens liked to fired teachers so I should watch out for my own job. After all, she kept me from walking out of the coffee shop door by saying she had information that I, one of Stevens’ teachers, might want to know. But it couldn’t have been that. Lucy was always after a headline, and a lowly English teacher getting fired wasn’t a headline. A vengeful principal killing an ex-employee was a headline. 
 Lucy feigned surprise, like what I just said was far more scandalous than anything she could have imagined. “Oh no, not at all—”  
 I cut her off. “Then get to the point.” 
 “I will. But first, I just wanted to express my condolences. I mean, what you went through last night must have been terrible.” 
 This felt like another trap. So I just nodded.  
 Lucy leaned toward me and dropped her voice. “You never really get used to it, do you? I mean, I’ve been reporting for years now, and I never get used to it. I have nightmares about what I’ve seen at crime scenes and what I’ve read in police reports. Do you ever have nightmares about what you’ve been through? First the drowning at your winery, then the fire at Chocolat, and now this. All of that would keep me up at night.” 
 “No nightmares,” I said slowly, “but it is hard with this situation. I’m mostly worried about the girls. They’re so young, and this is more than any teenager should have to handle. More than anyone at all should have to handle, really.” 
 “But you come from a tight-knit community,” Lucy said. “You all will help each other through it.” 
 Was she seriously being supportive? Like she actually cared about our well-being? 
 I nodded. “We will,” I said. “We’ll do our best to help each other through it.” 
 Lucy smiled. “Of course.” She stood and smoothed out her violet pencil skirt. “You have a nice day.” 
 As she walked away, I called after her. “You still didn’t tell me what I needed to know about my boss.” 
 She turned back around. “Oh, nevermind. It was nothing.” Then she gazed off, tapping her pointer finger on her chin as though suddenly in deep thought. “Hmm. But you know, I did spot Dr. Stevens doing something yesterday you might not expect.” Her eyes found mine again. “Be prepared to see a lot more of him around here, okay?”  
 And with that, she whirled around and left. 
 I stared after her. I was going to be seeing more of Dr. Stevens? How did she know that? And did that have anything to do with Stevens trying to fire Fleming? 
 No clear answers popped into my head, so I shook the questions away. Amy was busy behind the counter helping customers, and while I could wait around until the line dwindled so I could talk to her, there was no telling how long that would take. I’d just call her later. I waved to her and walked out into the bright March sunlight. 
 “The Cask of Amontillado.” The story rolled around in my head. Maybe Amy was onto something. I didn’t know what exactly had led her to make that connection, but I could see what she meant. 
 Maybe this was something the detective needed to know. 
 Walking down Via del Corso toward the D’Angelo Winery, I pulled out my phone and tapped Fitts’ name in my recent calls list.  
 “D’Angelo,” he barked upon answering the phone. “Talk to me.” 
 “Have you ever heard of the story ‘The Cask of Amontillado’ by Edgar Allan Poe?” 
 He huffed. “Are you wasting my time? What are you talking about?” 
 “Hear me out. Give me thirty seconds to explain.” I kept my eyes on the sidewalk, hoping to avoid any shopkeepers who might stop me and ask questions about last night. “There’s this revenge story from a long time ago—like, more than a hundred and fifty years ago. The main character, Montressor, is mad at this other dude named Fortunato for insulting him. So Montressor tricks Fortunato into an underground vault, promising to show him a rare cask of wine—that’s the amontillado. Fortunato is drunk already when he goes to see the amontillado, and once Montressor gets Fortunato where he wants him, he traps Fortunato by building a brick wall in the cellar. Essentially, he imprisons Fortunato and then leaves him for dead.” 
 Fitts didn’t answer right away. “Huh,” he grunted. I imagined him leaning back in his desk chair, chewing on the end of his pen and deciding whether he wanted to indulge me or insult me. “So this Fortunato guy. Is his name supposed to be ironic or something?” 
 Ooh. I was impressed that Fitts brought up irony. And I was a little surprised that he hadn’t hung up on me for wasting his time. “You could say that. Being left for dead isn’t fortunate at all.” I pushed my surprise aside. Time to get back to business. “But do you see why I’m telling you this? Do you see the connection between the story and what happened to Marcus Fleming?” 
 Fitts took another moment to respond. “You think this was a book nerd copycat killing? That someone lured Marcus Fleming down into the Old Everly Place for revenge and left him for dead behind a brick wall because of an old story?” 
 “Well, maybe,” I said. “I mean, have you determined for sure how he died or how long he was there?” 
 Fitts ignored my question. “I’m not sure I’m buying your theory. It seems like coincidence. Who reads those old stories anyway?” 
 “Well, ninth graders do. High schoolers do.” 
 “Are you saying that a kid at Marcus Fleming’s school could have read the story and been inspired to kill him?” 
 “Actually, no.” That thought hadn’t occurred to me. Not at all. “I was just answering your question about who reads those old stories.” 
 “Building a wall to trap someone in a cellar is a lot of work.” 
 “Yes,” I agreed. “But someone did it. How else would Fleming have gotten back there? And whoever did it had to get the idea from somewhere.” 
 Fitts sighed. “All right. Let’s wrap this up. Anything else you want to tell me about this story?” 
 “Off the top of my head, no. I’ll think about it. My friend Amy came up with the connection, but we didn’t get to talk about it because Lucy that awful reporter showed up and—” 
 “Argyle?” Fitts interrupted. “You didn’t talk to her, did you?”  
 Shoot, I shouldn’t have brought up Lucy. Fitts disliked her even more than I did, and he did not want anyone speaking to her. Ever.  
 “Not really,” I said. “I mean, we chatted a little bit—” 
 “Chatted? What do you mean chatted? No one chats with Lucy Argyle. They get chewed up and spit out.” 
 “She was being nice. Sort of sympathetic. It was very out of character for her.” 
 “D’Angelo, have you learned nothing from me? She wasn’t being sympathetic. She was trying to trap you into saying something that would make for a scandalous article.” 
 “Well, I didn’t say anything that could be construed in a scandalous way.” 
 “Don’t be so sure of yourself. And don’t talk to that woman anymore.” His tone changed. “Okay, go see that friend of yours about the story. If there’s another similarity, let me know.” 
 I hung up, not feeling particularly good about the last three minutes. I didn’t expect Fitts to think I was a genius for bringing up “The Cask of Amontillado.” I wasn’t even sure if I thought there was a connection there. But it was the last bit of our conversation that was really pulling me down. Lucy couldn’t have trapped me into saying anything bad. I didn’t say anything. I was almost sure of it.  
 Almost.  
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 I was scheduled to help out in the winery from eleven to three, and after that, I was supposed to head over to the high school to help at play practice. I was a little surprised that the girls who found Marcus Fleming went to school that day, but apparently their moms thought it would be best for them to carry on. Plus, that way, they could see the school counselors on hand to talk about the tragedy. It made sense. If they stayed home, they’d just sit around watching television, messing around on social media, and moping. At school they might be able to do something productive.  
 Mothers really do know best. Mine probably would have had me go to school, too. 
 While pouring wine in the tasting room, I got four texts from Livy, each about twenty minutes apart.  
 First: 

The play is being canceled. The school doesn’t think it’s appropriate after what happened to Fleming.

 Then: 

No, actually, the play might still be on. The kids really want to do it. They might have convinced the principal that the best way to honor Fleming is to do the play.

 Twenty minutes after that: 

The play is off. 

 And finally: 

You know what? What do I care about the school and its politics? We’ll do the play but not through the school. The kids need this. We’ll do Shakespeare in the Park. In OV. Rehearsal at 3:30 in East Park. See you then.

 I halfway expected another text from Livy a couple minutes later declaring that she was running for the school board. She certainly seemed riled up enough to take on the world.  
 But no such text came through. 
 I got to the park at the eastern end of OV at three-fifteen and was greeted by a sight I hadn’t expected. It wasn’t a gaggle of teenagers gossiping in a tight cluster before practice. It wasn’t Livy lugging a bag of props or Shakespeare scripts. It was my grandfather Aldo and his buddies power walking the perimeter of the park, each still wearing their ill-fitting sweats. As the four men rounded the far corner and headed in my direction, I waved and smiled. 
 As they approached, Aldo said to his buddies, “Go on ahead without me. I’ll catch up.”  
 The three men nodded at Aldo, waved at me, and went huffing and puffing on their way. I don’t think any of them had a spare breath to say hi. 
 “What’s this all about, Nonno?” I asked. “The Council of Elders is now exercising a couple times a day?” 
 Aldo bent over and rested his hands on his thighs. He shook his head at his knees, took a couple deep breaths, and straightened up again. “Oh Jill, you know, it’s a good thing. All of us, we need to be in better shape.” 
 “I heard that Eduardo’s doctor put him on a weight loss program,” I said. 
 “Yes, yes, that is true,” Aldo said. He patted his belly. “And I could lose a few pounds as well, so here I am, exercising with him.” 
 “You’re a good friend to do this. But what about Morrie and Artie? They’re both beanpoles. Neither has an ounce to lose.” 
 “That’s what their wives said, you know. But Eduardo needs our help. And we all could have healthier hearts, yes? So Morrie and Artie just need to eat more veggies to make up for the calories they lose while exercising, and it will all be fine.” He smiled and then patted my shoulder. “So what are you doing here, Jill? Where’s Uni?” 
 “Uni is with Stella and the boys at your house. And I’m here because Livy’s holding play practice for the high schoolers in the park, and I’m helping.” 
 “Play practice? Oh, wonderful. Which one are they doing? I heard someone in town talking about it, but I don’t remember. Much Ado? Or Midsummer?” He backed up toward a bench at the edge of the park not far from us, and I followed him.  
 “A Midsummer Night’s Dream,” I said. “Do you want to help the kids learn their lines? Are you done with the walk?” 
 Aldo shook his head and chuckled. “I don’t know about helping kids with the lines, but I am done with the walk and would like to watch practice. I always wanted to be an actor. I love the theater.” 
 He and I sat on the bench just as I noticed the other Council of Elders veering away from the park toward Via del Corso. It looked like their afternoon power walk was coming to an end. 
 “You always wanted to be an actor?” I said. “I didn’t know that.” 
 “Ah yes, in a different life. But now, watching other actors makes me happy.” 
 I smiled at my grandfather. There was no one in the world who I wanted to be more like. He saw the positive and the good in everyone and everything. I was just about to tell him that there was plenty of time for him to take up acting when I spotted Livy walking with a group of teenage girls across the park toward us.  
 “Time for me to go help,” I said. I gave his knee a quick pat and stood. “Have fun watching. And hey—don’t overdo it with all this exercise. Changing your diet and your activity level all at once can be a big shock to your system. Pace yourself, okay?” 
 Aldo winked at me, which meant that he heard me but might not heed my warning. A wink was better than nothing, though. I trotted over to Livy and the group of girls where they had dropped their backpacks in a pile. Sophia, Gracie, and Ashlyn flanked Livy, all four of them looking at a clipboard Livy held. A woman with thick glasses and a brown ponytail stood nearby talking to two other teenagers I hadn’t met yet. I figured the woman must have been the drama assistant. She was clearly older than the high schoolers, but not by much—maybe twenty-three or twenty-four years old. 
 “Hey,” I said as I neared them. “Shakespeare in the Park, huh?” 
 Livy glanced at me before scrawling something across the clipboard. “Yep,” she said, her tone all-business. “We need a stage, and our budget is zero. I’m thinking that renting one would be more expensive than building one, assuming we could get parents and OV businesspeople to pitch in. Plus, then we could use it again if we wanted to.” She pointed across the park. “The sunset will be the backdrop, and I think the grass slopes down just a tad in that direction, which we’ll use to our advantage for audience seating.” She scribbled something across the clipboard and then dropped it to her side. “Where’s everyone else? Where are Victor and Eli?” She looked at the girls on either side of her.  
 They shrugged. 
 “On their way, I guess,” Sophia said. She eyed her friends and flipped her long brown hair over her shoulder. 
 Victor. That name rang a bell. He was the one who left the girls after finding Fleming last night, right? I was almost positive that I knew who he was, but last night was becoming a blur. I’d have to ask Livy for confirmation later.  
 “We’re going to get started without them,” Livy said. She reached down for the water bottle at her feet, which I knew was filled with her afternoon green drink rather than water, and took a couple gulps. I bet that special concoction gave her the energy needed to get through afternoon practice. Then she beckoned everyone over and introduced them to me. I had been right—the one who looked like she was just out of college was the drama assistant, Esther.  
 Livy sent me off to practice a scene with Ashlyn, Sophia, and two boys who were playing super-funny minor characters. Traditionally all four of those characters were played by males, but right away I understood why Livy had given two of those roles to Ashlyn and Sophia. They may not have remembered their lines perfectly just yet, but their delivery was hilarious. I loved it.  
 Just as we finished running through the scene with me reading the lines of our absent actors, two very tall, very bored looking boys approached us. One had dark hair, and the other was blond. Immediately I thought both needed a haircut, which was probably more telling about my age and personality than it was about their hair. Both walked like they had nowhere to be, which might also have been an inference I made based on their hair length. Or vice versa. 
 I was turning into my father. More and more every day. 
 “Hey guys,” I said as they neared us. “Are you here to join us for play practice? I’m Jill. I’m helping out today.” 
 The dark-haired boy gave me a cool-guy up nod. “Victor.” 
 Ah, so that was Victor. 
 The blond boy raised his eyebrows at me, which I guess looked just as cool as Victor’s up nod. “Eli.” 
 And that was Eli. 
 So they must have been our two missing actors. 
 “Which of you is playing Flute, and which is playing Snout?” I asked. 
 Victor raised his hand halfheartedly. “Flute.” 
 “Snout,” Eli said. 
 Out of the corner of my eye, I saw someone approaching Aldo on his bench. Who was that? I turned to get a better look. It was Sandie Oakes, the woman who ran the bed and breakfast in OV called Hathaway House. She was a retired English professor, and I bet she had heard that play practice was happening in the park and wanted to take a look. Otto Viti business owners were nothing if not curious. Some might even say they were nosy. 
 “All right, let’s get going,” I said. “I was reading for you two, but now you can take over.” I looked at their empty hands. “Where are your scripts?” 
 Victor and Eli looked at each other, their expressions saying, whaaaa…scripts…?  
 “Oh, we left them in the car,” Victor said. 
 I didn’t know where they parked, but with their slow walking, I wasn’t interested in waiting for them to go back to retrieve the scripts. “I’ll go ask Livy if she has extras,” I said. I looked at the girls. “Let’s jump to the big scene at the end. Can you find that while I talk to Livy?” 
 The girls began thumbing through their scripts, and I trotted over to Livy. She was watching a scene playing out between two other high schoolers who seemed to be pretty good. I wasn’t sure if they had their lines down rock solid, but their emotional delivery was impressive. 
 “Do you have any extra scripts?” I asked softly as I reached her side.  
 She nodded, eyes still on the kids acting out their scene. “Esther has them. Did Victor forget his again?” 
 “Yes. And Eli, too.”  
 “Okay, just a second.”  
 We waited for the kids to finish their scene. After Livy praised them and requested that they start practicing a different scene, we walked to the pile of backpacks not too far away. 
 “So Victor’s with me right now?” I said. “The guy who left the girls after finding Fleming last night?” 
 “Yep, that’s him,” Livy said. “I’ll be curious to hear what you think about him after practice today.” 
 I was about to ask Livy what she meant—whether she was talking about personality or acting ability—but we were interrupted.  
 “Livy,” Sophia said, stomping up to us, closely followed by Ashlyn. “We were just looking for our next scene to practice and saw that someone wrote in our scripts. Look.” She and Ashlyn both thrust their scripts toward Livy. I saw what they were talking about by peering over Livy’s shoulder. On both scripts, a single sentence was written at the top of the page in block lettering. 

A pox on both your houses.  
 “Someone wrote this?” Livy asked. 
 “Yes,” Sophia said. “Jill asked us to find a scene, and so we were flipping through and found it.” 
 Livy locked eyes with me for a moment. I wondered if she was thinking what I was thinking.  
 “Go get Gracie,” she said. “Tell her to bring her script.” 
 The two girls ran off, and Livy turned to me. 
 “That’s a line from Romeo and Juliet,” I said. Another story on the required ninth grade reading list. Another story I had taught countless times.  
 Livy nodded. “Yeah. The girls did that play a couple months ago. As Mercutio dies, he curses both Romeo and Juliet’s families. A pox on both your houses.” Her eyes bored into me and her voice dropped an octave. “Why would someone write that in the girls’ scripts?” 
 “It’s in Gracie’s, too!” Sophia yelled to us from across the park. She held an opened script in the air, having decided to check it herself rather than waiting for us to check it. 
 Livy beckoned them back across the park toward us. She turned to me, wrinkling her nose. “That’s weird, right?” 
 I nodded. 
 “But just some sort of joke,” she said. “A weird joke. You think?” 
 I nodded again. “Totally just a weird joke. But we should check everyone’s scripts to see how far our little jokester is taking this Shakespearean curse thing.” 
 It was just a weird joke. Maybe.  
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 No one else had notes in their scripts. Just Ashlyn, Gracie, and Sophia. Just the three girls who found Fleming. Livy ended up sending Victor and Eli to retrieve their scripts from the car. She and I were particularly interested to see if there was a note for Victor since he was with the girls when they found Fleming. But no, there wasn’t a note in his script.  
 With my slightly-inflated imagination, it was easy for me to connect the Romeo and Juliet curse to Fleming’s death. Whoever killed Fleming must have been angry that the girls found him and reported it, so now that person was cursing the girls. That connection also coincided with my “The Cask of Amontillado” theory. Whoever killed Fleming was a literary type and was keeping up the literary pattern by cursing the girls with Shakespeare.  
 Then again, if I was being honest, I knew my imagination was more than just slightly-inflated. It was the size of a hot air balloon. I blew things out of proportion all the time.  
 So maybe if I deflated that imagination just a tad I could see that the script notes were a completely-unrelated, bizarre prank. If nothing else, to get through the rest of play practice, Livy and I needed to act like they were a non-issue. 
 To be on the safe side, though, Livy and I called Fitts after play practice. We sat on a bench after everyone left, and I put the phone on speaker so we could both hear the detective.  
 Fitts’ reaction wasn’t entirely helpful, nor was it altogether surprising. 
 “I don’t like this literature stuff at all,” he said. “I finished high school a long time ago and don’t want to go back. Brings up bad memories of your sister, D’Angelo. Bad memories.” 

That was his response. My sister Stella and the detective went to high school together and shared an unfortunate Geometry class. Triangles and parallelograms had nothing to do with literature, but Fitts always managed to find a way to remind me that Stella got on his nerves. Perhaps he couldn’t tell that I was becoming immune to it. 
 After Livy and I ended the call with Fitts, we chatted for a couple minutes, convincing ourselves that those weird notes were nothing more than weird notes. Then I stopped by Aldo’s house, grabbed Uni, and headed home. Nico said he’d pick up a pizza and we’d see him in about half an hour. I used that time to take Uni for a walk and then write down my thoughts about the last twenty hours. 
 A couple months ago, OV lost two people who worked at a wonderful chocolate shop in another tragedy. As it turned out, those people had a lot of shady secrets. And while I hadn’t wanted to get involved in unraveling those shady secrets, I did.  
 The time before that, my ex-fiancé’s future mother-in-law (say that five times fast) drowned in a vat of fermenting wine at my family’s winery, so I didn’t have much choice about being involved. It was my family’s winery, after all. The ex-fiancé thing kind of pulled me into it as well.  
 This time, I wasn’t going to kid myself. I didn’t want to get involved, but it was too late for that. I saw the body. I called 911. I helped at play practice where scripts with strange notes popped up. I was involved.  
 I sat down at the kitchen table with a notebook and began making lists.  
 First up: people who found the body. 

Ashlyn: brave enough to go back but definitely shaken


Sophia: super-attached to Livy, probably the one who decided to get Livy rather than call 911 or go to mom


Gracie: younger than the other two, maybe more of a follower 


Victor: ran away, seemed totally fine at play practice (has Fitts talked to him yet?)

 Then I wrote what I knew about Fleming and his drama program. 

Not really liked by the kids


Wore shoes with tassels (was that popular?)


Had an assistant who was too new to take over after he disappeared


Almost fired by Dr. Stevens (when and why?)

 Below that, I wrote what I thought was weird so far. 

Fleming’s death seemed to mirror “The Cask of Amontillado,” at least a little. The story is read in high school often, and he was a high school teacher.


Lucy Argyle was nice today—sympathetic about Fleming—but said I’d be seeing Dr. Stevens more.


Girls found a curse from Romeo and Juliet in their scripts.

 Then I listed suspects. 

????

 Who could be a suspect? I had no idea. We knew that Fleming didn’t have a lot of friends and his family was out of state. Could it have been a student? A parent, another teacher, or someone else?  
 No idea.  
 Building a brick wall to trap someone took a lot of effort and probably a lot of planning. Whoever did it was crazy, no doubt, but it seemed like the kind of crazy that would come out of deeply-rooted anger or hatred. It didn’t seem like it could be a random crime. 
 I stared at the bottom of the page where I had a row of question marks, wondering if there was anyone that I could fill in there. After a long moment, I gave up. Nico was going to be home soon, and I’d have to put my amateur sleuthing aside while consuming excessive amounts of pepperoni pizza. I put my notebook in the kitchen junk drawer and texted Livy. 

Forgot to ask after play practice—why did you want to get my impression of Victor? Btw, I don’t know what I think of him. He’s not charming. Is he part of the normal drama crowd? 

 Then I texted Detective Fitts. 

Did you question Victor already?

 Moments later the detective wrote back. 

D’Angelo, let’s get something clear. It’s nice when you give me insights about your little community to help with my cases, but this is a one-way street. You share with me. I don’t share with you. You’re on a need-to-know basis.

 Well.  
 That wasn’t entirely true. He rarely thought before he spoke and probably told me way more than he was supposed to. But there was no reason for me to point that out. In fact, I did the exact opposite.  

Okay sorry, I typed. 
 What was the saying? We catch more flies with honey? 
 I tapped the send button on my text to Fitts right before Livy answered me.  

Not charming at all, she wrote. He is part of the normal drama crowd, but I’ll explain that later. The store is super busy right now.

 Ah, the joys of owning a business. My friends were always working. 
 Uni sprinted to the front door, which could only mean one thing. Nico was home. A second later, the door opened, and there he was with a pizza. 
 My knight in shining armor. Hazel eyes, genuine grin, pizza in hand. What more could a girl want? 
 “Hey, perfect timing,” I said. 
 “I aim to please,” he said, closing the door behind him and bending down to scratch Uni’s head. He walked through the entryway to the kitchen. “How was your day?” 
 “Not terrible, but better now that you’re here,” I said. 
 I grabbed two plates from a cabinet and carried them to the counter where Nico had set down the pizza. We each helped ourselves to two slices and walked to the kitchen table as I recounted the strange events of the day: the weird similarities between the Edgar Allan Poe story and Fleming’s death, the weird way Lucy Argyle was being nice, and the weird curse written in the girls’ scripts at play practice. Nico polished off his first slice of pizza as I finished my story. I stared at my barely-touched slice, feeling my mind drifting off. How did all these strange events come together? Did they come together? 
 Nico’s voice brought me back to Earth as he picked up his second pizza slice and eyed it. “So are you telling me there’s no chance that you’ll stay out of this investigation?” He chomped down a third of the slice in one bite. 
 “I’m not trying to be part of it,” I said. “But we were both roped into it last night when we went to the Old Everly Place with the girls. And then Amy mentioned that Fleming’s death sounded like ‘The Cask of Amontillado,’ and I had to tell Fitts about that.” I bit into my pizza as Nico swallowed a mouthful and poised himself to respond. 
 “You could have let Amy talk to Fitts herself.”  
 The comment was completely matter-of-fact. No raised eyebrow, no judgy-judgy tone. Just statement of fact.  
 He was right. 
 “Yeah,” I said. “Maybe I’ll do that next time.” 
 “Just keep your options open. You don’t have to be the go-between all the time. Other people could go straight to the detective all on their own.” 
 I nodded. Dang, he was really right. I had already talked myself into believing that I was roped into the case, but that was all in my head. I could take myself out of it. If I really wanted to. 
 Time for a subject change.  
 “How was your day?” I asked.  
 Nico polished off his second slice and got up to grab a third. “I think I found a good candidate to replace me at Entonces, but I’m hesitant.” 
 “Why?”  
 Nico had been managing Eduardo Salizar’s tasting room for about six months but was about to open his own little shop where the chocolate shop had been. The construction to repair Chocolat after a disastrous fire was almost complete, which meant it was time for Nico to tie up loose ends at Entonces—including the monumental task of finding a new manager.  
 “Elita really liked him,” Nico said. 
 Ah. That could be a problem. Entonces had trouble holding onto managers in the past because Elita was so much to handle. She sort of floated between her parents’ businesses, helping wherever she could, but she spent more time getting in the way and complaining than helping. Recently she began going to school online so that she could get a degree and find work outside OV. Little had we known, she hated wine and couldn’t wait to get away. I thought having the outlet of school might improve her mood or help her mature. But no. She was still in the way all the time, only now she was also stressed about school on top of being dramatic. 
 “So if you hire him, she’ll flirt with him incessantly until he quits?” I asked. 
 Nico sat at the table with his pizza. “That’s my worry. I don’t want to hire someone who turns around and leaves Eduardo and Carmelina in a bad situation two months down the line. But so far, he’s the first person who seems like a good fit for OV. He understands wine, he understands the clientele here, and I can tell he’d be a quick learner. Elita must have sent me fifty texts today asking when I was going to hire him.” 
 “What’s this guy’s name?” I asked. 
 “Mike.” 
 “Maybe someone who understands wine and Elita doesn’t find attractive will come along tomorrow. For Mike’s sake.” A new thought struck me. “Oh, on a slightly-related note, how good are you with resumes? You’ve been screening a lot of them lately. Do you have some tips for me? I need to update mine.” 
 “You decided to apply for jobs up here?” 
 I nodded. Seeing Dr. Stevens today outside the coffee shop had reminded me that it was time to start applying. It had been a hard decision to make. I loved teaching in Carlsbad where I grew up. I loved the kids, and I loved the staff at my school. But I couldn’t get on board with Dr. Stevens’ philosophies. Yes, test scores were important, but school was so much more than that. What about teaching kids practical skills and showing them how to take ownership of their work? What about getting them invested in themselves and their education? I had always thought test scores would come if we just put kids’ needs first. Making the kids take constant practice assessments disrupted real learning and did not put kids’ needs first.  
  Plus, he was just so critical and unnerving. I didn’t like looking over my shoulder at work everyday. My department chair kept saying that I just needed to wait it out. It seemed like his principalship there was just a stepping stone to something bigger in his career, and he’d be gone in three or four years. But in the grand scheme of things, waiting it out didn’t seem to make sense. Without my parents living in Carlsbad anymore, I had little anchoring me there. My whole family was in Temecula. Nico’s job was in Temecula. Why spend the next three or four years commuting to a job that kept me feeling unnerved, just on the hope that Dr. Stevens wouldn’t be around long?  
 I might not get a job teaching in Temecula for the next year, but it didn’t hurt to try. I could at least apply. 
 “Let’s finish up dinner and then take a look at your resume,” Nico said. “I definitely have some thoughts on what works well and what doesn’t.” He stood and walked to the counter. “And then,” he said slowly, picking up a brown paper bag hiding behind the pizza box. “I got you a treat.” 
 My eyes grew as he pulled a plastic container of tiramisu from the bag.  
 “My favorite!” I exclaimed.  
 I did not deserve him.  
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 Fitts texted me at five-thirty the next morning. For a moment I thought it was my alarm going off, but no, it was a text. Through blurry eyes, I read the message. 

I told you so.

 He told me so? What did he tell me? My morning grogginess evaporated more quickly than normal as my mind ran through the possibilities.  
 He had told me that sharing information was a one-way street… 
 That he didn’t like being reminded of high school… 
 Or my sister Stella… 
 And then it hit me.  
 Lucy Argyle. She must have published a story that somehow made OV—or me—look bad. But how could she have done that? I didn’t say anything worth quoting. Nothing. 
 Still in bed, I opened the internet browser on my phone and searched for the Temecula Sunrise newspaper. Right there on the front page of the newspaper website was Lucy’s article.  
 Ugh.  
   

Starved for Attention


By Lucy Argyle


Picture this: a beautiful enclave of restaurants, wine tasting rooms, specialty shops, and quaint inns nestled in the heart of Temecula’s wine country. People from all over San Diego County and Orange County strolling the half-mile long street, slightly red-faced after a bit too much wine tasting, chatting with shop owners after hearty meals. Shop owners holding workshops on their specialties—jewelry making, baking, wine making, painting—the list of activities is endless.


It sounds perfect. It sounds like a wonderful, ideal place to spend time.


And, actually, doesn’t it sound like Otto Viti?


No. No, it doesn’t. 


Because Otto Viti isn’t content with its happy patrons and beautiful atmosphere. No, that’s not enough. If there’s not a tragedy unfolding on the streets of Otto Viti, it goes looking for one. Drama has become a defining characteristic of this little wine tasting enclave.


Case in point:


Marcus Fleming, a teacher at Temecula Hills High School, went missing three weeks ago. His body was found Sunday night by some of his students. And then Otto Viti made the case all about itself. 


A man died. Tragic. A community claims credit for solving the missing person’s case. Pathetic.  

Jill D’Angelo was one of the first adults present after the body was discovered. (Don’t ask how she got there before the police—this woman always shows up before the police. Makes you wonder, doesn’t it?) When asked about the whole grisly situation, she said, “We’ll do our best to help each other through it.” Of course the “we” she meant was Otto Viti business owners and residents. But what about the victim or his family? Where’s the sadness about the life lost?


Since people from OV found the body, they are more concerned with getting over their own trauma than Mr. Fleming’s death. Obviously being an idyllic winetasting community isn’t enough for them. It’s only been three months since a huge scandal broke at the enclave’s now-defunct Chocolatier. (Which, might I add, is already being replaced by another business. How quickly OV forgets what it purports to value. But I digress.) Yes, it’s been three months since that tragedy, so of course they are now starved for attention. The first chance they get to reenter the spotlight, they grab it—even if it is at the expense of a dead man. 


Springtime is blooming. The biting cold of winter is melting into sunshine and flowers. Of course anyone with a zest for life would want to visit a winery, sit outside and enjoy the warmth along with a nice glass of wine. But if the urge strikes, don’t do it in Otto Viti. Visit any of Temecula’s other wineries. None of them are shameless enough to sacrifice their pride for publicity when a life has been lost.


 

 I dropped my phone on my chest, face down, so that our bedroom went completely dark. 
 That woman. That woman.

 What was wrong with her? 
 How did she manage to twist my words and make it seem like I thought Marcus Fleming’s death was all about OV? How did she do that? 
 Fitts was right. He did tell me she would do this. I just had no idea that she could act sympathetic so convincingly, trap me into making a seemingly-benign comment, and then use my words against me. Who did that? 
 Lucy Argyle, apparently.  
 Sheesh. 
 I was done with her. I was never going to speak to her again. It didn’t matter if she was in a burning building and I was the only one there to save her. Okay, yeah, I’d save her, but I wouldn’t say a word while doing it. I was one hundred percent over Lucy Argyle. 
 I lay in bed, staring into the darkness above me, wondering what to do. Waking up Nico was out. He deserved to get a little more sleep, and it didn’t matter if I told him about the article now or in a little bit. He couldn’t do anything about it. I could text my friend Jules who I knew was already working at her bakery, but she didn’t need the interruption. My sisters would not be happy if I woke them up. But I really just wanted to shoot off an indignant text to burn away some of my anger.  
 I lifted my phone off my chest and brought up the message from Fitts. At least I could answer him. 

Dang it, I wrote. You were right. That woman is a thorn in my side. How could she twist my words like that? I’m never speaking to her again. 

 Three dots appeared below my message, indicating that he was writing back. 

You and me both sister. Don’t worry. What goes around comes around. She’s going to get hers one day. 

 I hoped he was right. Well, no. I didn’t want anything bad to happen to her. I didn’t want anyone to treat her the way she treated us.  
 But actually, I kind of did.  

A pox upon her house, I wrote back to Fitts, referencing the Romeo and Juliet curse written in the girls’ scripts. Fitts would probably tell me to knock off the nerdiness, but sometimes Shakespeare really did capture what I was feeling. 

Chicken pox and small pox upon her house, Fitts wrote back. And let’s throw in measles for good measure. 

 I almost chuckled. The detective was being clever, wow. It might have even made me feel half-a-percent better. 

The plague, too, I added. I’m seriously never talking to her again. 

 *** 
 My phone rang. It was nine-thirty, and I was in the middle of doing the kind of cleaning that only happened during school breaks: baseboards, door frames, window blinds, and fan blades. Who had time to do those things on a regular basis? Not me. And while I didn’t mind cleaning, when the phone rang, I was happy to take a break. 
 “Hey, Livy,” I said after checking the caller ID and connecting the call. 
 “Hey, Jill. I have a favor to ask. I’d do it myself, but Hunter and I are at the store trying to sort through an issue in the stockroom, and I can’t get away.” 
 “No problem. What do you need?” 
 “Esther the drama assistant just called me. She’s frantic. She said she found something I needed to see, but she was too spooked to talk about it on the phone. She’s in the middle of teaching and can’t leave campus. I’m sure it has to do with Fleming’s death since she’s so upset. Do you have time to run over to the high school and get whatever it is she wants me to see? She won’t even take a picture and text it to me, so I have no idea what’s going on. And now she’s got me freaked out, so I don’t want to wait until play practice after school.” 
 “Understood. I just need to jump in the shower. Then I’ll head over there.” 
 We hung up, and I did just what I told her. After a quick shower, I said goodbye to Uni who couldn’t believe that I was leaving without her, and drove to Temecula Hills High School. 
 The last time I was at that school, I was trying to dig up information about the woman who died at my family’s winery. It hadn’t gone well. I hoped this trip would go quickly and smoothly.  
 As I got out of my car in the visitor parking lot, I realized that I was standing in front of the school where I wanted to teach next year. How strange it would be to call Temecula Hills my school after teaching in Carlsbad for so many years. The chances of getting a job here were probably pretty small, but still. It might be possible. 
 Walking through the rows of cars in the parking lot, I sensed movement somewhere behind me to the left. Before I could turn, I heard my name.  
 “D’Angelo, what are you doing here?” 
 I stopped. And turned. Detective Fitts was two rows back, maneuvering between the cars toward me. I waited for him to reach me before responding. 
 “My friend Livy is putting on a play with the high school kids. She’s swamped at work right now and asked me to swing by here and pick up something from the drama assistant.” 
 Fitts squinted at the front office. “Esther Bellows?” 
 I nodded. It crossed my mind that if Livy was right—if whatever Esther wanted to show her did have to do with Fleming—then Fitts would want to know about it. I debated whether to share that with him, ultimately deciding to keep it to myself for the time being.  
 “What are you doing here?” I asked. 
 We walked through another row of cars toward the front office.  
 “I need to talk to that Victor kid again. The one who left the three girls after finding Fleming.” 
 Before I could ask why, the front office door opened, and the last person I wanted to see walked out. 
 Dr. Stevens.  
 What was he doing here? 
 I gasped and scampered behind the car we just passed. As I crouched down to hide, Fitts called after me. 
 “What the heck are you doing? Where’d you go?” 
 Okay, I’d admit that my impulse to hide from my boss was juvenile. Completely immature.  
 But in my defense, I didn’t like him. 
 Two seconds later, I saw Fitts’ black shoes rounding the car. He stopped a couple feet away from me. 
 “Seriously, D’Angelo?” 
 “That’s my boss walking out of the office,” I hissed. “He hates me, and I don’t want to talk to him. Quick, which way is he going? Is he coming in our direction?” 
 “No, he’s going to a different part of the parking lot.” Fitts let out a low whistle. “I never thought I’d see the day when you’d avoid talking to someone. You’re normally such a busybody.” 
 “He really, really doesn’t like me,” I said. “And I really, really don’t want to talk to him.” 
 Fitts was quiet for a moment. Then he said, “You’re in the clear. He’s gone.” 
 I rose slowly, peeking over the car, just to make sure that Fitts wasn’t tricking me about where Stevens was.  
 “Thanks,” I said, straightening up upon spotting Stevens on the other side of the parking lot.  
 As Fitts and I resumed walking toward the front office, I mused, “I wonder what Stevens was doing here. I’m pretty sure he was an administrator here before coming to my school. Why would he come back?” 
 “If you weren’t hiding, you could have asked,” Fitts said. He pulled open the front office door and motioned for me to walk through first. “Listen, D’Angelo. If this Esther lady has something I ought to see, let me know. Got it?” 
 I nodded as I walked to the front desk where visitors signed in. No doubt, I’d absolutely hand over anything that Fitts ought to know about. I’d take tons of pictures from every angle first, but then I would hand it over. 
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 The last time I came snooping around Temecula Hills, I slipped right by the front office staff because they were busy at the copy machine. This time, Fitts flashed his badge at the two women at the desk and told them he needed to speak with Victor Zapata. The women went flying in two directions—one probably off to page Victor and the other off to tell the principal that Fitts was here. That meant I could just sign in, grab a visitor’s badge, and slip through the office without explaining myself.  
 It was either break time or passing period because there were students everywhere. Good. That made me look less conspicuous. I checked my texts from Livy as I walked across the high school campus. She had sent a message telling me where to find Esther: room three in the B Building.  
 A line of familiar-looking girls were filing out of the room when I arrived. I recognized some of them from play practice yesterday. At the end of the line were Sophia and Ashlyn. 
 “Jill! What are you doing here?” Sophia said when she saw me. She let the classroom door slam behind her and Ashlyn. 
 “Oh, just swinging by to see Miss Bellows,” I said. “Is she your teacher?” 
 The girls shook their heads. 
 “We were dropping off our backpacks,” Ashlyn said. “We have P.E. next, and Miss Bellows lets a bunch of us leave our backpacks in here so we don’t have to shove them into the tiny locker room lockers.” 
 Ah. That sounded familiar. Back when I coached soccer, my classroom was always full of girls’ soccer gear. Classrooms often doubled as storage areas. 
 I smiled at the girls. “Have fun in P.E.,” I said. 
 They both rolled their eyes at me, obviously not excited about the physical activity to come, and disappeared into the sea of students. 
 I pulled open the door and realized I wasn’t in the school’s theater. It was a classroom. In fact, it looked a little like my classroom. There were posters of great writers on the walls. Instructions for an in-class assignment on To Kill a Mockingbird were neatly printed on the white board. And of course, a pile of backpacks belonging to students currently on their way to P.E. sat in a back corner. 
 Esther was at the teacher’s desk in the otherwise empty room and looked up when I stepped inside. Her expression was fragile, like she was just seconds away from dissolving into sobs.  
 “Hey Esther,” I said. I smiled, hoping to keep this visit easy and light. I didn’t want her falling apart while I was there. I didn’t want her falling apart at all. It was the middle of the school day, and the kids would need her at one hundred percent pretty soon. “Livy sent me over to pick up something from you.” 
 But no such luck. The moment I mentioned Livy, Esther burst into tears.  
 This couldn’t be good. I walked through a row of student desks toward her, fumbling with words in my mind, not knowing what to say. Asking if she was okay was silly—I knew she wasn’t okay. But asking what was wrong could open a can of worms, possibly just moments before kids came flooding in. I stopped at the student desk closest to hers, still awkwardly silent, just as she opened a drawer and spoke through sobs. 
 “I think Livy and I are being threatened,” she said, pulling out two envelopes. “I found these on my car’s windshield this morning.” She handed the envelopes to me. On the outside of one were the initials E.B., which I assumed stood for Esther Bellows. On the other were the initials L.G. 
 Livy Green. 
 Each had already been opened. As I lifted the flap of the first, Esther continued. 
 “I didn’t know what they were, and I opened both before it occurred to me that L.G. could have meant Livy. It wasn’t until I read both that I began putting it all together. Between the notes written in the girls’ scripts yesterday and this,” she paused to let out a sob, “I think we’re in trouble.” 
 Inside each envelope was a three-by-five notecard. The writing on the notecards didn’t match the writing on the girls’ scripts. The scripts had blocky lettering on them, but this lettering was tiny, tight, swirly, and slightly unsteady. To me, it had the distinct look of someone trying to disguise handwriting—like a kid forging a note to get out of a school activity.  
 The card inside L.G.’s envelope said, You juggler, you canker-blossom, you thief of love. The other said, I am sick when I do look on thee.  
 I held up the first card and looked at Esther. “This one about the canker-blossom is a line from A Midsummer Night’s Dream.” The word canker-blossom immediately rang a bell. It was such a peculiar word. I held up the other. “What’s this one from? The one about being sick?” That one didn’t ring a bell. It was definitely Shakespeare, but it was too generic for me to place off the top of my head. 
 “Also A Midsummer Night’s Dream,” Esther said. She grabbed a tissue from the box on her desk and dabbed her eyes. “Why is someone writing lines from Shakespeare and leaving them for people working on the spring play?” 
 I didn’t have an answer.  
 “This is probably nothing,” I said, staring at the blue writing on each card. “Maybe sour grapes? Did anyone get cut from the play or not get a role they really wanted? Maybe someone just wants to shake you up. Or see if they can get a reaction out of you.”  
 The theory sounded ridiculous as it came out of my mouth. Kids didn’t quote Shakespeare to mess with people. What kind of teenager did that? But it was all I could come up with. 
 She nodded. “You’re probably right. Just a kid messing with us.” 
 “Plus,” I added, holding up the cards. “These aren’t threats, technically. Just insults.” 
 I didn’t know how that was supposed to make anyone feel better. Renaissance threats or Renaissance insults—what did it matter? It was all upsetting. 
 “Detective Fitts is here right now,” I said. “We should take these to him, just in case.” I placed the cards on a student desk and snapped a couple pictures with my phone. Replacing them in their envelopes, I said, “Do you have time to come to the front office with me?” 
 Just then the bell rang. Esther pursed her lips before answering. “Sorry, break just ended. My next English class is about to come in.” 
 “Oh, English?” I said. So I had been correct that I was not standing in a drama classroom. 
 “Yes. Mr. Fleming taught two periods of English and three periods of drama. I’ve taken all his classes since he disappeared.”  
 I nodded. “I’ll get these to the detective.” I held up the envelopes and tried to smile reassuringly. “I bet everything is fine. It’s probably nothing, really. Are you going to be okay?”  
 Esther forced a smile and nodded. She dabbed her eyes again and took a deep breath.  
 As I turned to leave, a student swung open the door with a bit too much force and schlepped through, slightly hunched over from the weight of books in his backpack. He was so short—he must have been in ninth or tenth grade. I’d been teaching eleventh and twelfth graders all year and had become accustomed to their size. I missed the kids who were shorter than me. The stories they were required to read like Romeo and Juliet were pretty depressing, but the kids themselves were always fun to teach. 
 I exited the classroom. On my way to the front office, I texted Fitts.  

I have something for you, I wrote. Are you still in the office?

 He wrote back, Yes. Will meet you by the front desk.

 When I got to the office, Fitts was right where he said he would be. The two women behind the desk eyed me, but Fitts didn’t give them a chance to ask what I was doing there. 
 “C’mon, we’re going to try something,” he said. He tilted his head toward a closed door behind him and then walked toward it.  
 I followed him, halfway expecting the women at the front desk to object. Luckily, they didn’t. 
 “What’s going on?” he asked, stopping just outside the door.  
 I recounted everything that Esther had told me and handed over the Shakespeare insults. Fitts studied the envelopes before dropping them to his side. When I finished my story, he shook his head. 
 “I don’t like this at all.” He pursed his lips, thinking. “Okay, we’ll deal with this Shakespeare stuff later. Right now, we’ve got another issue. Victor isn’t being cooperative. Are you good with kids? Being a teacher and all? How’s your good cop, bad cop routine?” 
 “I’m a great good cop.”  
 “I have to be the good cop,” Fitts said. “I need him to trust me and tell me what’s going on.” 
 “I’ve never been the bad cop, but I can try.” I pointed to the envelopes in Fitts’ hand. “Can I use these as a launching point?” 
 “Sure.” Fitts shrugged. 
 “Can I be dramatic? I always wanted to be an actress.”  
 That might not have been entirely true, but in that very moment, the idea of being the bad cop was taking over my imagination. 
 “No,” Fitts said. 
 “Just a little bit? Just to startle him?” 
 “Okay, just a little.” 
 I held out my hand to take back the envelopes. He passed them over and then reached for the doorknob. Before he could push the door open, I did—and I barreled through like a woman on a mission. 
 Victor sat at the desk looking bored. I couldn’t tell if we were in a counselor’s office or an administrator’s office, and there wasn’t time to observe the bookcases and awards on the walls to make that determination. I was a woman on a mission.  
 Victor’s eyes flicked to me immediately. 
 “What the hell, Victor?” I said, striding across the office and slamming the envelopes down on the desk. “Why are you insulting my friend? Livy’s doing everything she can to help you put on this play. And this is how you repay her? Who do you think you are?” 
 Fitts stepped inside the office and closed the door behind him. In a quiet voice, he said, “Jill, that’s not helping. Calm down.” 
 I wasn’t sure if he really meant it or if he was acting, but I was already on a roll, so I was going to assume that Fitts was acting. If he really wanted me to stop, he’d push me out of the office. It wouldn’t be the first time he pushed me out of the way. Literally. 
 “I will not calm down,” I said, whirling first to Fitts and then back to Victor. “Seriously, dude, tell me just who you think you are!” 
 Victor looked at the envelopes on the table. With his eyes still cast down, he said, “What are those?” 
 “Don’t pretend. You know exactly what they are. They’re insults from A Midsummer Night’s Dream that you wrote down to scare Esther and Livy. Why would you do that? What are you trying to hide?” 
 “Jill, he’s just a kid,” Fitts said. “Do you really think he’d use Shakespeare insults to scare off Miss Bellows and your friend?” 
 “Why wouldn’t he?” I spat. “I mean, he ran off the night that Mr. Fleming was found. He totally left the girls to deal with the situation.” I placed both hands on the desk and leaned on them, just as I had seen television investigators do a thousand times. I narrowed my eyes at Victor. “Why are you hiding behind three girls who’re younger than you? And what would possess you to hide behind Shakespeare quotes? Ex. Plain. Now.” 
 Victor’s expression hadn’t changed throughout my rampage—not one twitch of a change.  
 Dang. I thought I was killing this bad cop thing. Maybe I needed to pour it on a little thicker. 
 I straightened up again, crossed my arms, and started pacing. “Oh, and don’t get me started on the curse that was written in the girls’ scripts. You thought that would be funny, right? How dare you. How—” 
 I felt a hand on my shoulder. Not so gently, it was turning me around and guiding me to the door. 
 “Jill, I think that’s enough,” Fitts said. Still firmly holding my shoulder with one hand, he opened the door with his other. With one solid push, I was outside the office. I stepped over to the wall right next to the door and smiled. 
 “Hey, I was pretty good, huh?” I whispered. “That was fun. Can I do it again sometime?” 
 Fitts shook his head at me, his lips pursed. Then he closed the door so that he was back in the office with Victor alone. 
 I might have been a tad more impressed with myself than he was with me.  
 Oh well. 
 Time to head back to OV and tell Livy what had happened. 



 

TEN


 


 

 I called Livy to tell her about the notes, but I tried not to make a big deal out of them. She was already having a bad day with stockroom issues, and I didn’t want to add to her stress. We could talk more after play practice when there was time to sit and really think. 
 I swung by home, picked up Uni and my junk drawer notebook, and headed over to Aldo’s house. I wasn’t helping in the tasting room until eleven, but I wanted to get to Otto Viti early. Livy was too distracted and stressed to talk about the notes left for Esther, but I knew someone who wouldn’t be. 
 “Holly?” I called upon entering Aldo’s house. “Are you awake?” 
 Holly was a champion sleeper, but apparently these days it was no longer a guarantee that she’d be asleep when I showed up in the morning. I was astounded that after all these years of sleeping until noon she was changing her habits. 
 Uni headed straight for Hudson and Thatcher’s playroom, and I went for Holly’s room. A jumble of sheets and blankets were pushed to the foot of the bed, and there was no Holly in sight. 
 “C’mon, Uni, let’s go,” I called.  
 My fluffy golden fur ball doggy met me in the hallway, and together we crossed the house to the patio door in the family room. If Holly wasn’t sleeping, she was likely in the wine cave behind Aldo’s house. There was a piano in there, and sometimes I found her playing it when she needed inspiration. 
 As Uni and I crossed the lawn, I did not hear beautiful piano music wafting toward us, but I did notice the wine cave door wasn’t completely shut. Hmm. Opened door but no music? Odd but not impossible. 
 I opened the door further, and Uni trotted inside. 
 “Holly? You in here?” I called down the long hallway of barrels.  
 “Yes,” my sister groaned. “Over here. Thinking.” 
 “Are you okay?” I asked. She didn’t sound like she was in pain, but the groany voice wasn’t a happy voice. Where the hallway of barrels ended, there was a game room on the right and a formal dining room with the piano on the left. Holly was still nowhere in sight. 
 “Where are you?” I asked. 
 Uni disappeared around the couch in the game room, and a moment later I heard Holly giggle. 
 “Ugh, don’t lick my face, yuck! Stop!” She giggled again. “No, seriously, stop!” 
 I looked over the top of the couch. Holly was on the floor between the couch and the coffee table, and Uni was not listening as Holly told her to stop licking. Then again, Holly wasn’t doing much to make Uni stop. Closing eyes and giggling wasn’t the command we used at home to signal stop.  
 “What are you doing down there?” I asked. I sat on the couch and gently nudged Uni away from Holly’s face with my foot.  
 “Ugh, get your foot away from my face,” Holly said. “I’d rather have Uni lick me than have to smell your feet.” 
 Some people were impossible to please. 
 “Just trying to help,” I said. “But really, what are you doing?” 
 “I’m writing.” 
 Sometimes it was so hard to take my sister seriously. She was stretched out on the floor of the wine cave, not a laptop, pen, notebook, journal, or textbook in sight. She said she was writing. Sure. 
 “Are you writing on the ceiling with invisible ink powered by your mind?” I asked.  
 “That is exactly what I’m doing,” Holly said. “If only I could transfer my invisible ink powers to you. Then you’d be able to see that chapter one is over there.” She pointed off to the left side of the ceiling. “And frankly, it’s brilliant. Chapter two is overhead.” She pointed straight up. “It has nine-tenths the brilliance of chapter one.” She pointed to the right side of the ceiling, “Over there is chapter three, and it’s terrible. I might have to scrap it and start over.” 
 Ah, of course.  
 “How about you come back to Earth and tell me what you’re really doing?” I said.  
 Holly sat up. The ponytail barely holding her thick, frizzy hair out of her face flopped off to one side, and she tried twisting it into a knot. “Okay, so you got me. I don’t really know how to power invisible ink on the ceiling, but I am mentally planning out the first three chapters of my book. I feel pretty confident about the first two, but the third is terrible.”  
 I nodded and gave my sister a sympathetic smile. “Is Chris making you do this? Did he put you on a schedule?” 
 Big changes had been happening in Holly’s life. She started dating a guy she had thought she hated, and as far as I could tell, she was actually happy in a relationship for the first time. Not only that, but she was now doing something I hadn’t thought would ever happen. Since finishing her Ph.D. in Art History over a year ago, she’d been half-heartedly talking about taking the concepts from her dissertation and turning them into a book. But she had been burnt out on Art History since before completing her program and hadn’t been able to muster the energy to get started. The fact that Chris somehow influenced her to move on with the project was a minor miracle.  
 Who knew? Maybe she’d be moving out of our grandfather’s house next, which hadn’t ever seemed possible. But with her working on this book, clearly anything was possible.  
 “He is making me stick to a schedule,” Holly said. “Crazy, right? But there’s a rewards system. I wanted a star chart like preschoolers who get points for managing their emotions, but he said I’d have to make it myself, and I wasn’t that motivated. Anyway, the rewards are super-good. As soon as I finish three chapters, we’re going to Santa Barbara for a weekend. When I finish another three, we’re going to San Francisco. Another three after that, and we’re going to Seattle. Before I’m done, hopefully we will have made it all the way up to Alaska.” 
 I smiled at my sister. “Look at you, making plans and growing up. I barely recognize you.” 
 “I know.” Next to Holly, Uni lay down and rolled over, waiting for her tummy to be scratched. Holly obliged. “And on that note, was there something you wanted? I should get back to thinking.” 
 “Yes, I need a smart person’s insight.”  
 I told her about the Romeo and Juliet curse in the girls’ scripts yesterday and the Midsummer Night’s Dream insults in envelopes today. Holly listened, her expression conveying mild interest. When I finished, she laid back down and stared at the ceiling where her invisible chapter two was written.  
 “And you think this is connected to Fleming’s death?” she asked. “Like whoever did this to Fleming is upset that he was found or upset that his drama program is continuing? So now they’re cursing the people involved?”  
 “Maybe. I mean,” I paused, second guessing myself. “Maybe?” 
 “It’s really creepy.” 
 “I think so.” 
 “I’m probably not your gal when it comes to piecing this together. If someone starts sending you threatening messages on the back of Baroque paintings, I’ll be all over it. But this literature stuff is outside my wheelhouse. You should go talk to Sandie Oakes. Her area of expertise is nineteenth century American literature, so Edgar Allan Poe is right up her alley. She taught at the university for decades. Maybe she’d have some insights about how the Poe story relates to Fleming’s death.” 
 I nodded. 
 Holly continued, “And then you should talk to Will, Amy’s husband. I hear he knows his Shakespeare. So does Amy for that matter. And Livy. And you’re an English teacher, so you know your stuff, too. Hey, what’s with all you people having literature backgrounds? I never thought about that before. Just don’t ask Stella. She never saw any practical application for fiction. If she couldn’t organize it or solve it, there was no use for it.” 
 Holly was right that there were a lot of people in Otto Viti who had an affinity for literature. I hadn’t given it much thought before, but I could see what she meant.  
 I stood up. “You’re right. I’ll talk to our resident literary experts. Thanks.” 
 “While you’re at it, maybe Amy’ll tell you what she’s been up to.” 
 Just as the words hit the air, Holly’s eyes grew and she clamped both hands over her mouth, gasping. “Shoot, I wasn’t supposed to say that!’ The words came out muffled from underneath her hands. 
 “Amy’s up to something?” I asked.  
 Holly shook her head, hands still clamped over her mouth. 
 “What’s she up to?” 
 Holly shook her head again. 
 “You’re not going to tell me?” 
 One more head shake. 
 “Okay, I’ll file that away for later. Thanks, dear sister.” 
 Uni and I walked down the wine cave’s long hallway toward the door. I wondered if Holly would call after me, begging me to forget what she had said about Amy. By the time we were outside and crossing the lawn, she still hadn’t said anything, probably fearful that she’d stick her foot in her mouth again.  
 I opened the French doors leading to the family room of Aldo’s house just in time to see a blonde ponytail disappearing around the corner of the adjoining kitchen and into the entryway. 
 “Jules?” I called after the ponytail. “Is that you?” 
 A moment later, my friend Jules reappeared from behind the corner, a sheepish smile on her face. “Oh, hi, Jill. How’re you doing? I was just, uh, looking for Holly.” She pointed over her shoulder toward the entryway of the house. “No one answered the door when I knocked, and since it was open, I just peeked inside. I thought maybe Holly couldn’t hear me. Like, uh, maybe she had earbuds in or something.” 
 I was ninety-nine percent sure I locked the door behind me when I arrived, but there was that one percent chance I hadn’t. “Holly’s in the wine cave,” I said. “She’s working on her book. Sort of.” 
 “Oh.” Jules gave a little laugh. “Okay, well I don’t want to bother her then. I’ll just see her later.” 
 “Is there something you need?” 
 Jules gave another little laugh and then started backing out of the kitchen. “Oh, no. Everything is fine. I’ll see you later.” 
 And she was gone again. 
 That was weird.  
 Holly had said that Amy was up to something, but I got the feeling that Jules was up to something.  
 Maybe they were both up to something.  
 I checked the time. I had thirty minutes before my shift at the tasting room began. Just enough time to swing by Nico’s shop to say hi and see how his day was going. 



 

ELEVEN

   
   
 I had really been looking forward to play practice that afternoon. I loved teaching English, and I always liked reading Shakespeare in my classes—but Shakespeare plays were meant to be seen. They weren’t meant to be read. As much as I tried to get students to act out scenes with me in class, I rarely had any takers. The opportunity to work with kids who wanted to act out Shakespeare was a treat. 
 But.  
 Then I got to the park, and everything I had looked forward to was obliterated within seconds. 
 “Jill! How could you?!” 
 Where was that voice coming from? I was a couple minutes early, and the park was pretty much deserted—aside from a couple toddlers and moms on the play structure on the other side of the grass. I turned around and saw Sophia flanked by Gracie and Ashlyn, all three of them striding across the street toward me like they were trying out for the Council of Elders’ power walking club. 
 Was it Sophia who had called to me? I pointed to myself, the universal sign for are you talking to me?

 “Yes, you!” Sophia said. “How could you? How could you?” 
 The girls stepped onto the sidewalk and continued across the grass toward me, arms swinging furiously at their sides.  
 “What are you talking about?” I asked.  
 “Victor!” Ashlyn said. 
 Oh.  
 Ah, yes. Victor. Victor and my Oscar-worthy bad cop performance. 
 “You totally messed everything up with Victor!” Ashlyn added. 
 Shoot. It should have occurred to me that yelling at Victor would get back to the other kids. And that it might make some of those kids mad. Or undercut my efforts to be some kind of mentor to them.  
 Huh.  
 Maybe I should have apologized to the girls and explained myself. Maybe I should have told them that it was nothing personal. Maybe I should have reminded them that their drama teacher had died in a terrible way and finding the person responsible needed to be a priority at all costs. There very well may have been a demented killer on the loose, and that demented killer might be threatening them with Shakespeare curses. Crazy, but possible. Any of those reminders might have been good to share with the girls. 
 But instead, I went with a juvenile, basically-irrelevant response.  
 “Seriously?” I said. “You all are sticking up for him? What is it about this guy that has you all under his spell? Do you remember—” 
 I was going to ask if they remembered him leaving them to fend for themselves post-Fleming-discovery, but I didn’t have the chance. 
 “He’s our friend!” Sophia said. “And he’s part of this play. You’re supposed to be helping him, not accusing him!” 
 Okay, she was technically right that I was supposed to be helping him, but only with his lines in the play. I was under no obligation to help him get away with being an un-charming, selfish guy who left girls with a dead body. 
 And the girls were missing the point. Good people helped others, even when it was inconvenient. They didn’t abandon each other when times got tough. This was important, especially for teenagers who were making character-building choices everyday. 
 I felt the urge to step onto my soapbox. 
 “If you can explain to me why he took off after finding Fleming, leaving you to clean up the mess yourselves, I’ll leave him alone,” I said. “But as far as I’m concerned, he has a lot of explaining to do.”  
 “He’s our friend,” Sophia insisted. 
 Yes, definitely soapbox time. 
 “Has the definition of friend changed?” I asked. “Because old people like me think friends stick together no matter what. Tall, dark, and what you probably think is handsome doesn’t change that. Let me just tell you—”  
 “Yesterday he told us that he had gone to get his brother,” Sophia said. “He wasn’t just leaving us there to clean up the mess on our own.”  
 “Oh?” I said. “Then why didn’t he show up with his brother later that night? He and his brother weren’t there when we were there. And when the police showed up, where was he? You can’t possibly believe that he was going to get his brother if they never showed up.” 
 The girls looked at each other but didn’t answer me. Their silence was telling. Either they realized I was right, or they were hiding something. It could have gone either way. 
 “Look,” I said, putting my hands on my hips, “if there’s something you need to tell me—something that vindicates Victor, even if it makes someone else look bad—you need to tell me now. If you don’t have something to tell me, then let’s get straight to practicing your lines, okay?” 
 Sophia rolled her eyes and heaved a dramatic sigh. “You don’t understand,” she said.  
 “Then let’s get to your lines,” I said. “And when you want to help me understand, I’ll be ready to listen.” 
 Victor and Eli didn’t show up for play practice that afternoon. While I worked with Sophia and Ashlyn, I was on high alert for whispering and surreptitious sideways glances, especially once it was clear that Victor and Eli weren’t just late. If the girls were hiding something, and if they were worried about Victor and Eli not showing up, I was pretty sure they’d exchange at least a couple worried looks. But I didn’t catch any shifty eyes at all. In fact, within five minutes of practicing, they seemed to have entirely forgotten about their indignation toward me over the bad cop incident.  
 About halfway through practice, Aldo appeared on a park bench to watch us. And shortly after that, Sandie Oakes appeared on the bench next to him. They really must have enjoyed play practice. My heart swelled. I loved seeing my grandfather delighted. 
 But if I wasn’t mistaken, Sandie was sitting a little too close to Aldo. I was not seeing enough personal space between them. Hmm. 
 As practice concluded, Livy approached me with an all-business look on her face.  
 “Victor just texted me,” she said. She handed me her phone, and I looked at the screen. She sipped her green drink, waiting as I read.  

Sorry i didn’t come 2 practice ill show u y

 I had to read the text three times to decipher its unpunctuated, un-capitalized meaning.  
 Beneath Victor’s oh-so-well-expressed message was a picture of a script page. At the very top was a blocky, handwritten message: Though she be but little she is fierce.

 I handed the phone back to Livy and she put it in her pocket. “So he’s saying he found a message written in his script? And he didn’t come to practice because of it?” 
 “I guess,” Livy said. “And…” her voice trailed off as she looked across the grass at the dispersing teenagers. “I guess we’re supposed to think it’s creepy like the other quotes, which is supposed to explain why he didn’t come to practice. Like he had a legitimate reason to be freaked out and not show up. But…” Her voice trailed off again. 
 “Something else is bothering you.” 
 Livy nodded, drumming her fingers on the side of her green drink bottle.  
 She and I hadn’t had a chance to talk about the quote sent to L.G. earlier in the day, and I got the feeling our conversation about that quote was going to be combined with the conversation about Victor’s quote. Actually, I got the feeling Livy was going to skip almost entirely over her quote and focus primarily on Victor’s. That was probably for the best. If she and I sat and talked about canker-blossoms, we’d probably just get ourselves worked up. 
 “I think it would be easier to take the quote more seriously if he bothered to punctuate his text,” I said, unable to stifle the English teacher in me. 
 Livy nodded again, this time more slowly. “The text seems as apathetic as everything else about him. It’s hard to freak out over apathy. And maybe it’d be easier to take the quote more seriously if he were a girl. Or short. Though she be but little she is fierce.” 
 I saw what Livy meant. Of all the possible insults written in A Midsummer Night’s Dream, it seemed odd that our little jokester would choose one that specifies a woman’s small stature for Victor. 
 Now, if L.G. or E.B. had gotten that quote, I would have been thoroughly chilled. But Victor? It seemed far less insulting to him. 
 I scanned the park, thinking. Most of the students had already reached the parking lot or disappeared into shops along Via del Corso. Sandie and Aldo were still talking at the nearby bench, but now Aldo was standing. I imagined he was saying goodbye. 
 “So tell me more about Victor,” I said. “Are you not a fan?” 
 Livy cringed, almost apologetically. “No, not really a fan. I just don’t understand him. He’s not a great actor, and he doesn’t seem to care. He shows up late and forgets things, and he’s not apologetic or self-deprecating. He doesn’t get embarrassed, and he’s not witty—everything about him is just sort of there.” She pulled out her phone again, glancing at its screen. “And then this quote. I don’t get it, just like I don’t get him.” 
 Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Sandie Oakes walking toward us. Her thick dark hair was pulled into a ponytail, and the way it swung happily behind her matched the lightness of her steps. The way she moved, I never would have guessed she was in her late sixties. She was faster than most of the thirty year olds I knew.  
 “Hey, Sandie,” I said as she approached. “Enjoying your afternoon outside?” 
 “Hi, Jill. Hi, Livy. You two sure are something with those kids. I’m so glad that you’re continuing to do the play even if the school no longer supports it. Kids need opportunities like this. And practicing outside in the fresh air is even better.” Sandie paused, her expression changing as though she recognized something that she hadn’t noticed before. “Everything okay, girls? You both look worried.” 
 Livy held the phone toward Sandie. “See that picture? The handwritten line at the top of the script page? What do you make of it?” 
 Sandie took the phone from Livy, her eyebrows furrowed as she read the line at least two or three times. 
 “The handwriting isn’t pretty, but it’s a great line.” 
 “Not a threat, right?” Livy asked.  
  Sandie took a moment to gather her thoughts before responding. “No, I wouldn’t say a threat. In the context of the play, it would be an insult, though. Helena is talking about Hermia right in front of her, and not in a nice way. But by today’s standards, I don’t think many people would find this insulting. Don’t many women equate being fierce with strength and empowerment? But when we see Helena spitting out that line on stage with such strong emotion, we know she’s not giving a compliment.” Sandie handed the phone back. 
 I looked at Livy. “Victor wouldn’t understand any of that, would he?” 
 Livy shook her head. “I don’t think so. But I still don’t know what to make of it.” 
 Sandie touched both of our shoulders gently. “I can see you’re in the middle of something, and I don’t want to interrupt. Just wanted to say you’re doing a wonderful job.” She took a step backward and waved. “I’m off to see a friend, but I look forward to catching more of these practices if you don’t mind me watching.” 
 “You’re welcome any time,” Livy said. “We might have to put you to work, though. Fair warning.” 
 Sandie gave a little laugh and then turned to walk across the park in the direction of Hathaway House. 
 “I guess Fitts would need to know about this,” I said. “Just in case it is legit. I mean, we don’t know if any of the quotes we’ve found over the last two days relate to Fleming’s death, but just in case, we ought to add this in.” 
 Livy gave me a defeated look. “I know this play is my thing and I should be the one to call him, but can we do rock-paper-scissors for it? I really don’t like talking to him.”  
 I wouldn’t want to talk to Fitts after the long day Livy had, either. 
 “I’ll call and put him on speaker,” I said. “If you have anything to add, just jump in, okay?” 
 She nodded.  
 And there I went, calling Detective Fitts, again. 



 

TWELVE


 


 


Meet for dinner? I’ll be done in about twenty.

 Nico’s text came in just as Livy and I ended our call with Fitts. The conversation hadn’t been long or interesting. Fitts already knew about the quote in Victor’s script, and he told us that a handwriting expert was currently determining if all the script and notecard quotes were written by the same person. He also told us that the moms of the high schoolers who found Fleming were starting to annoy him and that we shouldn’t encourage their frantic, frazzled behavior. 
 Like we would do that. 
 I was glad to see Nico’s message. I was getting hungry, and twenty minutes would give me enough time to mull over what had just happened. 

Perfect, I texted him. I’ll be on the patio at the winery.

 For a Tuesday in the late afternoon, our winery was pretty busy. I poked my head into the tasting room and waved at Holly, who was pouring wine behind the bar. All the high-top tables inside were surrounded by groups of wine tasters. Then I turned back to the patio and snagged the only unoccupied table. I dropped my shoulder bag on the ground and rummaged through the extra scripts I had brought to play practice in case Eli and Victor showed up empty-handed again, eventually finding my notebook and pen. I flipped the notebook open to a blank page, and my hand began moving across the paper before my first thought was fully formed.  

Fleming taught English and drama. Probably ninth grade. (Evidence: To Kill a Mockingbird assignment on board today, young-looking kid walking into class)


“The Cask of Amontillado” is taught in ninth grade. Romeo and Juliet is taught in ninth grade.


Romeo and Juliet was performed by drama students in winter, and now they’re working on A Midsummer Night’s Dream.


Kids who found Fleming got quotes from those plays (even Victor). 


LG and EB took over Fleming’s drama program and got quotes from A Midsummer Night’s Dream.

 I drew a triangle. I labeled the top point Fleming, the lower right point Ninth Grade English, and the lower left point High School Drama. Inside the triangle, I wrote Killer. 

  I stared at my triangle. Was I crazy to make those connections? It seemed plausible to me, but maybe I’d just read too many mysteries and was letting my imagination get away from me. Again. 
 I needed to find out more about Fleming. He wasn’t well-liked, but what were his interests outside of school? Who was he, really?

 I looked up from the notebook and took a deep breath, hoping the air and the view of Via del Corso would help generate new ideas. Immediately Jada Helton and Athena Andres caught my eye. They were snaking through the tables on the patio, heading straight for me. 
 “Hey there,” I said. They each took a seat at my table, and the determined looks on their faces told me that they weren’t just stopping by to say hi on their way into the tasting room.  
 I remembered what Fitts told me not even five minutes earlier. Don’t give those moms any more reason to freak out about this. 

 “Jill, we heard that you yelled at Victor today at school,” Athena said. She leaned toward the table and looked earnestly at me. “Is that true?” 
 Shoot, my almost-Oscar-worthy performance as a bad cop had more people whispering than I ever expected. It wasn’t just the teenage girls talking about it. Now their moms were, too. 
 Was I in trouble? Neither Jada nor Athena were my mom, but suddenly I felt like I was about to be lectured by a parent.  
 “Yes,” I said. The impulse to explain myself was strong, but I refrained. Even if a parental lecture was coming on, I reminded myself that I was an adult, more or less. And as an adult, I had to do what Fitts asked: not encourage frantic or frazzled behavior. A one-word answer had to be the way to go. Defending myself could open the floodgates and get all three of us riled up.  
 Jada leaned in, mirroring Athena’s posture. While Athena was thin with dark hair and olive skin, Jada was nearly the opposite with her curves, light blue eyes, and blonde hair—but they both had the look in their eyes. It was the look that said I’m a parent, and I will run you over to protect my children if I have to.

 “Can you get him kicked out of the play?” Jada asked. “Maybe kicked out of the school?” 
 Whoa. I hadn’t expected that. And flattering though it might have been that they thought I had any power to do anything, officially I had the power to do absolutely nothing. 
 “I don’t,” I said. “But can you tell me why you want him out? I mean, I know he left your girls in a really bad situation after they found Fleming at the Old Everly Place. But is there something beyond that?” 
 Jada and Athena leaned back and exchanged glances.  
 “We don’t like him,” Athena said. “He was Fleming’s favorite, and now that Fleming is gone…” She paused to purse her lips and shake her head. “It’s all very fishy, and we just don’t like him.” 
 “He was Fleming’s favorite?” I repeated.  
 It hadn’t occurred to me that Victor could be anyone’s favorite. 
 Before the moms had a chance to answer my question, which really was rhetorical anyway, I continued. “I have to ask you two something. What was the deal with Fleming? I’ve heard that the kids didn’t really like him. Was he mean? Or hard to relate to? Or something else?” 
 “Sophia had him as an English teacher when she was a freshman,” Athena said. “From a parent’s perspective, he was distant and vague. When Sophia had trouble with writing, I couldn’t get any guidance from him. I didn’t ask him to give her special attention. I just wanted to know his recommendations for tutors or websites or anything else that could help her. It took about a week to get an email reply from him, and he never returned calls. He never did offer good suggestions, either. She ended up with a C in the class, and now I look back and kick myself. I should have gone into the office and requested another teacher. That school used to have such great administrators. They probably would have done it in a heartbeat.” 
 Athena looked at Jada. It was her turn to jump in. 
 “My girls have always been involved in drama—all of them,” Jada said. “Fleming was a pretty good teacher for my two oldest daughters, but something changed a couple years ago. It was like all the passion for directing plays drained out of him, and now I’m not even sure why Gracie and Ashlyn continue with drama. They loved watching their older sisters and couldn’t wait for their turn. I guess they only stick with it because they had their hearts set on it for so long. Oh, and of course because their friends do it. But Fleming didn’t inspire them at all.” 
 I nodded. This new information was interesting. I didn’t know if it was important, but it was interesting.  
 “Well, look at that,” Athena said as she pointed across the street. “There’s one of the administrators I was just talking about. What was his name again? Dr. Sevens? He was an assistant principal, I think.” 
 My eyes followed her pointing finger. 
 No. 
 Couldn’t be.  
 Across the street, Dr. Stevens was walking along the sidewalk.  
 “I saw him here yesterday too,” Athena said, “but I didn’t have a chance to say hi.” She stood and looked like she was about to yell across the street to him. I grabbed her arm and pulled her back down.  
 “Please, please don’t call him over—not right now,” I said. “He might have been a great assistant principal at Temecula Hills, but now he’s the principal at my school, and he does not like me.” 
 Athena looked puzzled. “Dr. Sevens? He doesn’t like you?” 
 “It’s Dr. Stevens, and no, he doesn’t like me. He’s also the one who gave Lucy Argyle a quote for the paper when Bradley Greer died a couple months ago in the Chocolat fire. Remember that? What he had to say about OV wasn’t nice.” 
 “Really?” Athena said. “I never would have imagined. I guess I didn’t connect the quote in the paper to him since I thought his name was Sevens and not Stevens. But besides that, he doesn’t like you? How could that be?” 
 “Truth be told, he doesn’t seem to like anyone at our school.” 
 I was still stunned that Athena thought Stevens was great. He was so not great at my school.  
 Maybe he was going through a difficult time personally and it was affecting his work. I couldn’t think of any other possibility off the top of my head.  
 “Oh, it looks like he’s heading into my restaurant,” Jada said, watching as Stevens stepped through the gated patio area in front of her café. “Athena, let’s head over. Then you can say hi, and I can make sure that his service is top-notch.” She winked at me. “If he didn’t like OV before, let’s see if we can turn that around.” 
 The two mothers said goodbye and walked across the street.  
 That was an unexpected but insightful little meeting. I looked at my notebook and scrawled a few more thoughts. 

Stevens used to be nice.


He was at the high school today.


He tried to fire Fleming. (Not new information, but seriously, why??)


Fleming used to be a good teacher.


Fleming stopped being a good teacher.

 I stared at the notes. Then I flipped back a couple pages where I had taken my first round of notes. Frustration started to build as I realized my notebook wasn’t big enough. There were too many pieces of this mystery. I had too many lists, and I couldn’t get a good grasp on any of them. I needed more space to spread out and look at all my notes at once. 
 From somewhere off to the right, I heard a voice I really didn’t want to hear. Dr. Stevens might have been first on my list of people to avoid, and Lucy Argyle might have been second on that list, but Elita was definitely third. 
 “Please, please, please, please! Oh, please, please, please! Pretty, pretty, pretty, please, please, please!” 
 Oh my goodness, what was wrong with her now? I looked up to the right. The scene was exactly as I expected. Nico was walking toward D’Angelo Winery, and Elita was trailing after him, hands grasped together as she pathetically pleaded her case, which wasn’t much of a case since it only consisted of two words: pretty and please. 
 Nico caught my eye and grinned. Maybe he enjoyed this little scene. Or maybe he was so beyond the point of caring that it was just easier to smile than to scowl. 
 “This is exactly why I’m hesitant,” he said over his shoulder. “Your neediness is going to drive him away, and then where will Entonces be? This isn’t about you. It’s about Entonces and making sure it has a good manager.” He abruptly turned just as he reached the patio, and Elita almost ran into him. “Now I’m going to have dinner with Jill. You need to leave me alone and prove that you can handle business matters professionally.” 
 Elita looked at me. I smiled and waved. Her jaw clenched as she fought the urge to give me a dirty look. It really was so hard for her to stop acting like a five-year-old all the time. 
 “Have a nice dinner,” she said. Then she turned and walked down the street, her hands clasped behind her back, reminding me of a schoolgirl in a French children’s story. 
 “Ready?” Nico said as he approached the table. “Anywhere in particular you’d like to go?” 
 I gathered my things and then took his outstretched hand. “Anywhere but Jada’s. I hope you weren’t in the mood for a cheeseburger tonight, because my principal is having dinner there.” 
 “Mexican food it is, then,” Nico said. 
 Thank goodness he was easygoing and didn’t tease me for being afraid of my principal.  



 

THIRTEEN


 


 

 At eight-thirty that night, I got an unexpected text. It was from Jules, and it went to both me and Livy. 

Sorry for the last minute notice, but I can’t run in the morning. The Council of Elders accosted me as I was leaving the bakery this afternoon and begged me to teach them tai chi. Actually, they bribed me. Promised me bottles of wine and free dinners at Deseo. The only time I can do tai chi is in the morning when we normally run. You’re welcome to join us!

 Well, why not? Some sunrise tai chi would be great. Far less sweaty than running, at least. 

Sounds fun, I wrote back. East Park? Normal time?

 A second later, Livy chimed in and said she’d be there as well. Then Jules confirmed the time and place. I hadn’t ever done tai chi before, but it looked pretty cool on those commercials for that one allergy medication where a possible side effect was death.  
 The next morning, I got up, took Uni out, and got ready for tai chi. I wasn’t quite sure what kind of clothes were appropriate, but running clothes would probably be fine. It was all I had when it came to exercise attire, anyway. Was tai chi done barefoot? I guess I’d find out when I got there. I slipped on my flip flops, grabbed my running shoes just in case, and headed to the garage. 
 As the garage door went up and I walked between the two cars parked inside, I noticed a dark blue Honda Civic blocking part of our driveway. I passed my car and stood at the top of the driveway, wondering which of our neighbors was responsible for the botched parking job. I could still back out, but I’d have to go diagonally across the driveway to make it work. Just then, the driver’s side door opened, and Lucy Argyle stepped out. 
 Seriously? It was barely six o’clock in the morning, and she was camped out in front of my house? I turned to my car and wondered if it would be better to back out diagonally or just plow right into Lucy. 
 “Jill, I need to talk to you,” she said just as I reached for the door handle.  
 Ignoring her, I opened the door, slid inside and started the car. In my side view mirror I saw Lucy walking up the driveway in her black pencil skirt and white-and-black striped blouse. Whatever. It didn’t matter if she needed to talk to me. I wasn’t talking to her. I backed out of the garage diagonally. 
 But Lucy wasn’t going to be stopped. She banged on my window as I continued toward the street.  

Ignore her, I told myself. 
 I pressed the button on the garage remote clamped to my visor and glanced at the big door, making sure it rolled down. Lucy continued banging on my window.  
 “Jill, I need to talk to you,” she said louder. 
 I was in the street, having barely managed to miss her car, and she was still banging. This woman did not give up. 
 As I stopped the car just long enough to push the gear shift from reverse to drive, she scampered in her cute little red heels to the front of the car and threw her hands across my hood. 
 What the heck? 
 I threw the car into park. As much as I would have loved to inch forward just a teeny-tiny bit—just to scare her—I knew that she’d scream assault with a deadly weapon and I’d have a bigger problem on my hands. 
 Plus, my parents taught me better than that. 
 I opened the door and stepped halfway out of the car. “Lucy, move. I’m not talking to you anymore.” 
 “I need your help,” she said, her hands still firmly planted on the hood. “Girl to girl. Woman to woman. Off the record. I swear, I promise, I will not print anything that we talk about here. Scout’s honor.” 
 Scouts honor, ha. 
 I stared at her for a couple seconds. She certainly was determined, and the longer I fought her, the later I’d be to tai chi. 
 Boy, I hated that woman. 
 “Get out of the way,” I said. “Let me park my car on the side of the street. You have sixty seconds to say whatever you want to say. I’m not going to be late because of you.” 
 She removed herself from the car and stepped aside. I parked, just like I said I would, and got out. 
 “Your sixty seconds starts now,” I said, arms crossed and eyes narrowed. 
 She pulled a piece of paper from her skirt pocket and unfolded it. 
 “What does this mean?” she asked, holding it out to me. 
 I took it, reading. 
 It wasn’t actually a piece of paper—it was a three-by-five card, just like the ones sent to Esther and Livy the day before. And just like the ones sent to Esther and Livy, this card had a quote on it. Two quotes, actually. 
 The first: 

Abandon all hope, ye who enter here.

 And the second:  

Those wretches who never lived went on and were stung by wasps and hornets.

 I looked at Lucy. Did she come to me because I was an English teacher and she expected me to know this? Or had something else prompted her to track me down? I just never knew with her. She always had an ulterior motive. 
 “Dante’s Inferno,” I said. 
 “I know where the quotes are from,” Lucy snapped. “I Googled them. What do they mean?” 
 “You’re going to have to be nicer to me if you want an answer,” I said. “Drop the attitude.” The look on her face didn’t change—it was still strained and tense—but she didn’t make a rude retort, so I took that as a step in the right direction.  
 I held up the card. “Where did you get this?” 
 “It was in my car,” she said. “I found it last night. I must have left a window cracked at some point yesterday, and the note was slipped inside.” Her eyes flicked to the note. “What does it mean?” 
 I sat on the curb and read it again.  
 I couldn’t stand Lucy. She was terrible to people in OV with her hateful articles. It should have been easy to take pleasure in this situation. In a way, it was a little bit like karma.  
 But I didn’t take pleasure in it. Truly, the messages were chilling and grotesque, and I didn’t really want to be the one to translate.  
 What were the chances of her believing me if I said that I didn’t know and that she should just hand the card over to Fitts and forget about it? 
 Probably zero. She did know I taught English. She might have even known that I taught twelfth grade and that we finished Inferno two months ago. The syllabus was online after all, and Lucy was pretty good at digging up information. 
 “Well,” I said slowly. “Abandon all hope, ye who enter here is written over the entrance of Hell in Dante’s Inferno. So I guess that means whoever sent this to you thinks you belong just right outside Hell. Or that you should enter Hell. Maybe. And the line about the hornets…” I paused, reading it again. “I think whoever wrote this left part of the line out, which probably means they really wanted to emphasize the hornets and wasps.” I looked across the street, processing the quote and not wanting to look at Lucy. “In the story, people who don’t take a side—people who don’t stand for good or for bad—they’re rejected by both Heaven and Hell. So they spend all of eternity running around aimlessly, carrying a blank banner and being stung by wasps and hornets. So…” I paused, dropping my eyes back to the quote. “I guess the person who wrote this thinks you haven’t taken a side and deserve to be stung till you bleed.” 
 After a moment of silence, I forced myself to look at Lucy. Her face was on the verge of crumpling, like she was going to burst into tears.  
 “I do take a side,” she said with a trembling voice. “I take a side every day.” 
 I stood up. Card still in hand, I walked to my car and said over my shoulder, “But do you really? Are you spreading kindness and love? Or are you motivated by evil?” I opened my car door, grabbed my phone, and snapped a couple pictures of the card. On my way back to Lucy, I continued, “I’m not sure what you do fits into either of those categories. You’re not kind at all. But then, even though you’re really mean in your articles, are you evil? I don’t think so. You seem to think your vitriol is meaningful, which makes you misguided—not good or evil. Maybe whoever sent this sees right through you.” 
 “And that means I deserve to hang out at Hell’s gate and get stung by wasps and hornets?” she asked. 
 “Well, I don’t think that,” I said. I held out the card to Lucy.  
 She took a shaky breath. “How did they know?” 
 “Know what?” 
 She looked at me blankly, like my question was taking longer than usual to register. Then her expression morphed into a scowl, and she snatched the card from my hand. She hurried to her car, hopped inside, and peeled out down the street. 
 Classy. 
 I walked to my own car, feeling certain that I had given Lucy more than sixty seconds. I didn’t want to be late to tai chi, but I knew I needed to take a couple more seconds to write down what had just happened. If I didn’t, I’d forget later.  
 Sitting in the driver’s seat, I reached into the backseat for my bag and pulled a stack of papers from it. The stack was mostly extra scripts for students who forgot theirs at play practice, but my notebook was in there somewhere. As I flipped through the scripts in search of that notebook, something fell out. It slipped right between my seat and the console. 
 Oh my goodness, don’t tell me. I got a three-by-five card, too? 

Me? 
 No, it had to be something else. I reached down between the seat and the console, cringing and cursing my adult-sized hands. Why was the space just big enough for things to slip down but not big enough to reach in and grab them? 
 Eventually, I managed to pinch the card between two fingers and pull it up.  
 Sure enough, I had been blessed with my own little Shakespearean message. 

Lilies that fester smell far worse than weeds.

 Shoot.  
 That wasn’t good. 

Lilies that fester smell far worse than weeds came from Shakespeare’s Sonnet 94, which was my favorite. I liked it so much that I asked Aldo to fire it into the face of a barrel in the tasting room. The rest of the barrels had Renaissance sonnets fired into their faces as well, but they were all about love and wine. Sonnet 94 was the only one in the tasting room with a complex and somewhat-dark message. 
 I couldn’t help but wonder if the person who sent this knew me. Like, really knew me.



 

FOURTEEN


 


 

 I got to East Park just two minutes late, but Jules had already started teaching the Council of Elders and Livy a beginning tai chi form. When she taught self-defense on Friday afternoons, she never started on time because there were always so many stragglers showing up late. But this was different. I was the only straggler, and there was no need to wait for me. I was just showing up for fun anyway, and besides, I’d probably be able to catch up pretty quickly. 
 I trotted up to the group and stood in the back next to Livy. Jules caught my eye, and I gave her an apologetic smile. She smiled back and continued giving instruction, demonstrating a hand movement at the same time, and I tried to jump right in. 
 About fifteen seconds later, I realized tai chi was harder than it seemed. The hand motions were fluid and slow, but I kept reversing them. I had been pretty confident in discerning my left from my right since kindergarten, but clearly I had been overconfident about this ability. Tai chi was putting me in my place. 
 “This is hard,” I whispered to Livy as I turned the wrong way and came face to face with her. In front of us, Aldo also turned the wrong way, but he was quicker to correct himself than I was. 
 “Why were you late?” Livy whispered back. “You’re almost never late.” 
 I watched Jules demonstrate how to Part the Wild Horse’s Mane again before answering. Shoot, I had the wrong hand on top again.  
 “Lucy Argyle showed up at my house this morning,” I whispered. “Our literary stalker person sent her a note that implied she belonged in Dante’s Inferno.” 
 I glanced over my shoulder as Livy’s mouth dropped open. She stepped left and completely forgot the accompanying hand movements.  
 “And,” I added, “I got a note as well. Found it in my notebook. If Lucy belongs in hell, I apparently belong in a Shakespeare sonnet.” 
 Jules was moving through the group, correcting the Council of Elders’ stances as needed. When she reached me and Livy in the back, she said in a remarkably smooth, soothing voice, “I love you both, but if you don’t stop yapping, I’ll kick you out of class.” 
 Fair enough.  
 “Understood,” I whispered. “Sorry.” 
 I paid more attention to Jules’ instruction after that, but still probably not as much as I should have. My mind kept wandering back to the note in my car. Lilies that fester smell far worse than weeds. Did someone think I was a festering lily?  
 When class ended, there was a lot I wanted to tell Jules and Livy, but I knew they needed to skedaddle. They had businesses to run after all. They didn’t get a spring break like me.  
 “Maybe we can meet for coffee sometime this morning,” I said as we picked up our cell phones and keys where we had left them on the grass. “I have some stuff I want to run by you.” 
 “Ten o’clock?” Livy said. She looked back and forth between me and Jules. We both nodded.  
 “I’ll tell my sisters to meet us at Amy’s if they’re interested,” I said.  
 “Oh, Aldo!” Jules said, as the Council of Elders walked past us toward the sidewalk. She reached down and picked up a blue backpack near where our phones and keys had been. “You forgot your backpack.” 
 Backpack?  
 I hadn’t ever seen Aldo with a backpack. 
 He turned, and from the expression on his face, I almost expected him to say what backpack? He looked as surprised as me. Then recognition replaced the look of confusion. He smiled. 
 “Oh yes,” he chuckled, backtracking toward us. “I forgot. Thank you, Jules.” He pointed to his head. “This memory of mine, you know. Sometimes it’s napping.” 
 Jules smiled. “No problem. See you later today.” 
 She was going to see Aldo later today? Maybe she was swinging by the winery to pick up her free wine for teaching the tai chi class.  
 Before I could ask, she clapped her hands together and took a step backward. 
 “All right, I better head back,” she said to me and Livy, inclining her head across the park toward her bakery. “See you at ten.” 
 We waved our goodbyes to her. 
 Time to head home. And probably time to tell Nico about the card in my bag. 
 Today was already more eventful than I expected. 
 *** 
 Back at home, I had been sitting at my computer with Uni napping on my feet for at least twenty minutes before realizing that I had forgotten to call the detective. I had been on a roll applying for English teacher jobs to schools within a twenty-mile radius with my new-and-improved resume. There were only two more applications I needed to send out when I remembered that a call to the detective was in order.  
 As much as I wanted to get those last applications out, it was probably more important to call Fitts first. The applications could wait ten minutes.  
 I picked up my phone from the desk and looked at it, wondering what Fitts would say. When I had told Nico, his response was both cautious and level headed. 

Give the detective a call and let him know, he had said. Have Fitts pass it on to the handwriting expert, and let’s just see what happens. We still don’t know why these cards are popping up, if they’re written by more than one person, or if they are even related to Fleming’s death. Let’s just see what the police say.

 I should have called Fitts the second I finished speaking with Nico, but I had gotten distracted by eating breakfast. Then by playing with Uni. Then by applications. But now that I remembered, time to get it over with.  
 I tapped my phone’s screen to place the call. 
 “How important is this, D’Angelo?” he answered. “I’m pretty busy.” 
 “Lucy Argyle showed up at my house this morning with a three-by-five card like the ones that Livy Green and Esther Bellows got yesterday. Hers had quotes from Dante’s Inferno on it. Did she call you about it?” 
 Fitts let out a frustrated grunt. “No.” 
 “I took pictures of it. I can text them to you.” 
 “Don’t bother. I’ll need to get it from her as evidence.” 
 “All right. And then I also found one of those cards in my car this morning. It was stuck in a stack of play scripts in my bag.” 
 “You’ve got to be kidding me.” 
 “No. It has a quote from my favorite Shakespeare sonnet.” 
 “Who knows you like that sonnet?” 
 Good question. “Well, it’s on a barrel in our tasting room, so I might have pointed it out to some people in OV over the years. And then my students probably know since we do some Shakespeare in class. But those kids are all in Carlsbad, and I don’t think I’ve ever seen a single student up here.” 
 “This case makes my head hurt.” Fitts sighed. “Okay, I’ll be by to pick up your card later today. I have some interviews I have to get done first.” 
 “Any word on Fleming’s cause of death or the other weird quotes that were left for other people here?” 
 Fitts sighed again, this time longer and a little louder. I pictured him sitting at his desk, leaning back in his chair and flicking a pen between his fingers. “Fleming likely died of starvation. Dehydration would have gotten him in a couple days, and we found some water in that little cell where he was trapped. Whoever left him there wanted him to suffer before dying.” 
 Goosebumps rose on my arms. “That gives me the chills.”  
 “Yep.” 
 “And any update from the handwriting expert so far?” 
 “Not officially. But I have a buddy who does handwriting analysis on the side—not for the police department—and I ran it all by him, too. He thinks all the messages sent to the ladies were from the same person. The high school girls and the drama teachers—their notes all came from the same person. Our sneaky wannabe poet tried to make some of the writing look different but didn’t do it well. Most people can’t. The note written for the boy was from someone else.” 
 “So, two possible people involved.” 
 “Possibly. Could be two people in cahoots. Or could be one mastermind and one copycat. I gotta go. I’ll text you when I’m on my way over.” 
 And with that, he hung up.  
 My stomach felt queasy. Fleming likely died of starvation. My friends and I had suspected that, but it was still hard to hear. Not only did someone want Fleming dead, but they also wanted him to suffer first. That made me sick.  
 And when it came to those handwritten notes, neither option posed by Fitts sounded good to me. It didn’t matter if we were talking about two people in cahoots or a mastermind and a copycat. Bad, bad, bad. 
 I went back to sending out job applications, though my mind was elsewhere.  
 Who had I told about Sonnet 94? Who knew I liked that poem? My mind scrolled through the kinds of situations where I might have mentioned it. In the classroom when we were doing Shakespeare, in the tasting room when patrons remarked about the barrel faces, and maybe in Amy’s bookstore whenever I stepped into the Classics section. I might have even mentioned it at play practice this week. I didn’t have a good reason to mention it at play practice, but sometimes I prattled on about literature without realizing it, so the possibility was definitely there.  
 An idea struck me. I could do a quick experiment to test how often I talked about the sonnet. 
 I grabbed my phone off the computer desk and sent a message to my sisters. 

Do you know my favorite poem?

 Then I sent the same message, one at a time, to my friends in OV: Livy, Amy, and Jules. For the true test, I even sent it to self-centered Elita who rarely paid attention to anyone.  
 Stella wrote back first. 

When? As a kid you liked stuff by Shel Silverstein. In high school you didn’t like poetry. In college it was probably something Victorian. And now, isn’t it that one on the barrel in the tasting room? 

 Dang, she was good. Not exactly clear about the barrel poem, but overall very impressive. 
 Then I got a succession of answers rapid fire.  

The one about the lilies and weeds, Holly said. 

Sonnet 94, Amy said. 

Hopefully not the one on that little notecard you got this morning, Livy said. 

Something Shakespeare? Jules said. 

What, you can’t remember? Elita said. I’ll tell you if you promise to make your boyfriend hire my favorite guy at Entonces.

 Sheesh. Really? 

Okay, I replied to her.  
 I’d play along.  
 A second later, she wrote back. It’s on a barrel in your tasting room. Last one, bottom row. The gross one about rotting flowers. Now help me get my guy hired!

 Wow.  
 I scrolled up and down through the list of responses. I guess I did seize the opportunity to proclaim my love for poetry when I had the opportunity. 
 But then again, these were my friends. It wasn’t that surprising that they’d know. They all probably heard the story about me begging Aldo to use the sonnet in the tasting room, even though it was sort of a downer. Maybe a better test would be to ask random people like the Council of Elders or the high schoolers at play practice. 
 Today had gotten off to an unexpected start. First tai chi kicked my butt, and now I had the feeling that Sonnet 94 was kicking my butt. I wasn’t exactly sure how, but it was.  



 

FIFTEEN


 


 

 When I walked into Amy’s coffee shop at ten o’clock, my sisters, Jules, and Livy were already there. I hadn’t asked Elita if she wanted to meet up. I really didn’t want her two cents. And I hadn’t texted Amy, either, but I figured she’d be there. Scanning the coffee shop, I realized she wasn’t. 
 “Hey,” I said, pulling up a chair to the table. “Where’s Amy? In there?” I pointed to the adjoining bookstore. 
 “I didn’t see her when I walked in,” Jules said. “She must be in the back.” 
 “Then I’ll get some coffee while we wait for her to appear,” I said. I walked to the counter and ordered a mocha from Bianca, the part-time barista. As she made my drink, some blonde, curly hair caught the corner of my eye. That hair could only belong to one person. I turned to wave to Amy and saw her walking with Dr. Stevens through the archway between the bookstore and the coffee shop. I jerked back to the counter without waving.  
 My goodness, Lucy Argyle had said that I would be seeing Dr. Stevens more here, but this was nuts. He was everywhere. Why was Amy walking with him? Sure, she probably had been helping him find a book, but he could find the door on his own. She didn’t need to walk him out. 
 I turned to examine the display of pastries, hoping that Dr. Stevens hadn’t seen me and that he wouldn’t recognize me from behind. When Bianca handed over my drink, I continued standing there. I’d give it at least another twenty seconds. By then, he’d probably be gone. I hoped. 
 “He left, Jill,” Holly called from across the coffee shop. “You can join us again.” 
 My sister was so subtle.  
 I walked back to our table and gave Holly a that-wasn’t-necessary look. She replied with a you’re-being-a-baby look. 
 “Sorry about that,” Amy said. “I didn’t realize we were meeting here.” She glanced at me with an awkward smile. Well, maybe it wasn’t awkward. Maybe I was imagining the awkwardness because I was so sensitive about Dr. Stevens.  
 I pushed my sensitivity aside and updated them on the morning’s events. I told them about Lucy ambushing me with her note and about finding my own note shoved between play scripts. Then I told them about Fleming’s likely cause of death and Fitts’ preliminary handwriting assessment of the messages left for the high schoolers, Livy, and Esther.  
 When I was done, Jules was the first to speak. 
 “I’ve been thinking, especially about this Victor guy who left the girls after finding Fleming,” she said. “What’s this kid’s last name? He sounds a lot like someone I knew in high school.” 
 Everyone looked at Livy. She was the only one of us who might know Victor’s last name. 
 “Victor Zapata?” she said slowly, sounding unsure. 
 “I’ll be right back.” Jules made a beeline for the exit. 
 The rest of us watched her hang a left just outside the door and march past the coffee shop’s front windows.  
 “Is it me, or has Jules been acting a little strangely lately?” Stella asked. She looked over her shoulder toward the door. “I’m worried that something’s wrong.” 
 I thought back to finding Jules in Aldo’s house yesterday and the backpack she had handed him this morning. 
 “Just the last couple days,” I said. “But I can’t put my finger on it.” 
 Amy and Holly shrugged. Their heads were typically in the clouds more than the average person’s, so I wasn’t surprised that they hadn’t noticed any odd behavior. Livy turned her cup of coffee in circles on the table, eyes down. Her head spent far less time in the clouds, but clearly she didn’t want to comment on the topic. 
 “So how’s the book coming along, Holly?” Livy asked, changing the subject. 
 “It’s coming along beautifully, thanks for asking,” Holly said. “I’ve written at least one hundred words this week that I’ll definitely keep. The other twenty-nine hundred are questionable. But that first one hundred are pure gold.” 
 “I love seeing this positive change in you, Hol,” Stella said. “You’re getting up before nine every morning, and you’re working so hard on this book. Is there anything I can do to help? Need me to organize anything? Want me to buy folders for you?” 
 “I do not,” Holly said, “but thank you.” 
 Before Stella could insist, Jules came rushing back into the coffee shop, this time holding two big books. Yearbooks. 
 That was fast. She lived above her bakery, which was only two doors down, but she must have run there and back. She couldn’t have been gone more than two minutes. 
 She dropped the yearbooks on the table and, still standing, flipped through the top one.  
 “There was a kid at my school—I think he was two years younger than me—and he was obsessed with two things. Drama and the Old Everly Place. I’m almost positive his last name was Zapata.” 
 I looked at Livy across the table. Hadn’t the girls said Victor’s older brother was the one who told them about the Old Everly Place’s secret cellar? 
 I slid the second yearbook out from under the one Jules was flipping through. Opening it, I said, “What year is this one? Which grade were you in?” 
 Jules glanced over. “I was in twelfth. Look in the tenth grade section for him.” 
 I found the picture of Xavier Zapata just seconds after Jules found his picture in hers. We turned the two yearbooks on the table so that everyone else had a view of at least one picture. 
 He did look like Victor. They both had a slightly-disinterested smile, and they both had narrow faces with high cheekbones.  
 “Were you friends with him?” Livy asked. 
 “No,” Jules said. “But the one time I went to the Old Everly Place with a group of friends, he was there with his own friends. We didn’t really hang out that night, but Xavier was on the loud side, and I remember thinking he was way too excited about that creepy old house.” 
 “So the Old Everly Place and drama?” I asked. “Those were his two things?” 
 Jules nodded at the yearbook. “At the time, I was in my own little sports bubble and didn’t know a lot of people at school—it’s a huge school—but a friend of mine was in drama with him, and I remember her saying that he was amazing. I didn’t see a lot of school plays, but I’m sure my friend knew what she was talking about. Supposedly he was a star.” 
 “I wonder if Detective Fitts knows that Victor said his brother told him the underground cellar,” Livy said. 
 That was a good question. I’d guess that Fitts did know, but I made a mental note to ask him when he stopped by for the Sonnet 94 note.  
 “I better get back to work,” Jules said. She gathered her yearbooks and held them to her chest. “If something else comes up, let me know.” 
 Everyone else at the table muttered variations of the same request while standing up and gathering their phones and purses. I’m not sure if they were speaking directly to me, but I got the feeling I might have been the informal, unspoken lead.  
 As I turned toward the door, Amy spoke. 
 “Jill, before you go, can we talk for a minute?” 
 I turned back. Amy was running a finger over a dark spot on the tabletop as though she could somehow remove its natural coloring. I got the feeling that she was avoiding eye contact. 
 “Sure,” I said. “Everything okay?” 
 “Yes, everything’s fine. Let’s go this way.” 
 She inclined her head toward the bookstore and then meandered off in that direction—so slowly that she had to be stalling. I watched her for a moment and then looked at Holly, the last person to leave. I was about to give my sister a what’s-going-on? look, but then she did a weird thing with her eyebrows, which I was pretty sure meant either you’re not going to believe what’s coming your way, or help, I’ve lost control of my eyebrows.  
 I followed Amy. 
 In the bookstore, there were two people browsing the section of new releases and another person browsing mysteries. Three people sat in armchairs reading and drinking coffee. Amy led me to the far corner of the store and dropped her voice. 
 “I didn’t know if I was going to have to say anything about this, but I can’t stand the thought of hiding it,” she said.  
 What?  
 Hiding? 
 “Are you sure everything is okay?” I asked for the second time. 
 “It is, I promise,” she said. “But I think there’s something you need to know. I don’t want you to be caught by surprise because this might end up being an ongoing thing.” 
 “You’re kind of scaring me,” I said. 
 “I’m sorry, I don’t mean to. And I hate saying this, but I have to ask you to keep quiet what I’m about to show you. You can tell Nico. But please don’t tell anyone else.” 
 I was terrible about keeping secrets, and Amy knew that. If she was going to risk telling me something that had to be kept a secret, it must have been a pretty big deal. I’d better do my best to keep that secret. 
 I nodded. “Of course. I’ll keep it to myself.” 
 She turned toward a door in the far corner of the store that I hadn’t noticed before and unlocked it with a key from her pocket. I followed her through the door and stared at a low-lit, narrow staircase lined from top to bottom with framed pictures of famous writers. Amy locked the door behind us.  
 Where was she taking me? 



 

SIXTEEN


 


 

 “Will and I live over the coffee shop,” she said as I followed her up the stairs. “Over the bookshop, though, we sort of have another bookshop.” 
 She stopped at the top of the staircase, in front of another closed door.  
 “Let’s have a seat while I tell you the story.” She sat on the top step, and I sat two below, which put me pretty close to a framed photograph of Ernest Hemingway. I was already feeling a little apprehensive about whatever was happening, and having Hemingway’s intense eyes on me didn’t help with that apprehension. 
 “Years before we came to Otto Viti,” Amy began, “I found out about a long-lost grandmother who had lived a somewhat-reckless life. Her recklessness was why I never knew about her, but once I found out, I wanted to know everything. I’ll tell you the whole story one day, but right now, the short version is all we need.” 
 I nodded. I’d take whatever version she wanted to give. I just wanted to know what was going on. 
 “In the process of uncovering my grandmother’s past,” Amy continued, “I came in contact with a man who greatly impacted her life. For better or worse, I couldn’t say. When I first met him, he was old, extremely rich, extremely rude, and alone. So alone. I didn’t think he liked me much. He definitely liked Will more than me. But he loved my grandmother, and he helped me find out who she really was. I was one of the last connections he had to her after she died. A couple years after he helped me, he passed away. And with no loved ones to leave his fortune to, he left a lot of it to me.” 
 Whoa. A grumpy rich guy left his fortune to Amy. I hadn’t expected that. I’m sure the look on my face conveyed my surprise. 
 “I didn’t know what to do with most of his stuff, but that’s also a story for another time,” she said. “What matters here is that he left me a ton of rare books. He was a collector—practically a hoarder—and in his will, he said he didn’t care if I kept them, sold them, or gave them away. So I decided to do a little bit of it all. There are some that Will and I kept, some that we’ve given away, and then some that we’ve decided to sell.” She stood and pulled another key from her pocket. As she twisted it in the lock, she said, “And so in here is our little shop of rare books.” 
 She pushed open the door, revealing a large room with low light and shelves along all the walls. Across the dark hardwood floor were podium-like display cases like what I’d seen in museums and fancy jewelry shops.  
 “Wow,” I breathed, following her into the room and immediately noticing a drop in air temperature.  
 “And this is a secret?” I asked. 
 “When it comes to people in Otto Viti, sort of,” Amy said. “It’s not really supposed to be a secret, but it’s on a need-to-know basis. Chris knows since he and Will are best friends. And he’s always been in the loop with my grandmother’s story. Aldo knows. He owns the building, so getting his approval mattered.” 
 Aldo knew? I had always thought Aldo wasn’t good at keeping secrets because he was so open and honest. But when I thought about it, he had managed to keep some secrets over the years. The secret of our other grandparents probably would have gone with him to his grave if my sisters and I hadn’t uncovered pieces of it when we were in Italy. So I shouldn’t have been surprised that Aldo could keep Amy’s secret, and yet, it still sort of surprised me.  
 “Once we got all the logistics worked out, proved everything was legit, and took care of the legal matters, collectors started finding us pretty quickly,” Amy said. “We get most of our business through word of mouth. Sandie Oakes knows. She’s a collector and was sent to me by someone else. Small world, right? Now she sends people to me if she thinks they’re serious. And worthy.” 
 “But no one else in OV knows?”  
 Amy’s eyes swept across the room. Her eyebrows rose, and she smiled, just barely. “Chris slipped and told Holly, but I know that he hasn’t told anyone else.” 
 Ah, Holly. So the rare bookshop was what Holly meant when she said Amy was up to something.  
 “He never told Elita?” I asked.  
 Amy shook her head. “Last year when Elita was going around calling Chris her boyfriend, she was definitely blowing the relationship out of proportion. They only went out a couple times before he called it off. They were barely more than acquaintances. Plus, she spent so much time talking about herself that he rarely got a word in edgewise.” 
 That wasn’t surprising. Even if Chris was prone to slip, he didn’t have much opportunity with Elita always talking.  
 I looked around the room. I wanted to peruse the books along the shelves and in the glass cases, but I had more pressing questions to ask. 
 “Why don’t you want other people to know?” I said. 
 “I don’t want to hoard these books like the man who gave them to me, but I also want to make sure they end up in the right hands. That’s why I’ve given some away to museums and why I’ve sold some to collectors. I don’t want this place to turn into a circus with people traipsing through just to see what I’ve got. These books are history, and I want them to be appreciated. They’re precious to me.” 
 I started to see where this was going.  
 “And Dr. Stevens?” 
 Amy forced a smile. “Sandie put him in touch with me a couple days ago. He’s a collector of mid-nineteenth century American literature. Not a super-big collector, but serious enough for Sandie to send him my way. The thing is, he’s indecisive. He’s been here three times already trying to decide which of two books he wants now. Eventually, I bet he’ll buy both, but he’s trying to choose just one. I had to tell you because I think this could take awhile. I’ve seen buyers like him before. One guy took six months to decide on a book to buy his wife for Christmas, and Dr. Stevens seems to fit that type.” 
 I nodded. “So I should expect to see him coming out of your bookshop often?” 
 Amy made an apologetic face. “Yes. And then after he makes this decision, he might be back again making another tough decision down the road. You try so hard to avoid him, and I feel badly that he’s been here a lot and catching you off guard.” 
 I smiled. I did try hard to avoid him. It was completely childish, and I needed to stop. Especially if he was going to be around more. I’d just have to suck it up and be friendly. It really didn’t have to be so difficult.  
 “Thank you,” I said. “I appreciate you being honest with me, and I promise I’ll keep this to myself.” I looked around the room again. “Do you mind if I check it out? I won’t touch anything.” 
 “Look around all you want. If you do want to touch anything, I have special gloves you can use.” 

Special gloves. I was impressed.  
 I walked toward the closest wall of books. “So what do you like doing best?” I asked. “Dealing rare books, running the bookshop downstairs, or making coffee? And how do you manage to do it all?” 
 “I have a lot of help downstairs. And Will helps me a lot up here. I like doing everything, but for different reasons. I’m not very business minded, and really, I have no idea what made me want to be a business owner. I’m terrible at it. I guess I just fell in love with OV and never let go of my childhood dream of living in a bookstore. So here we are. Downstairs, I probably give away too much coffee and never quite order enough of the right books, but this rare book business—I think this is what I was really meant to do.”  
 As I walked around the shelves lining the room, I didn’t recognize as many titles as I thought I would have. Of course I didn’t know every great book ever written, but as an English teacher who spent most of college with my nose in a book, I was extra-impressed by how many names I didn’t recognize. These must have been really, really rare.  
 I knew what I was getting Nico for his birthday. 
 “So, can you tell me what Dr. Stevens wants to buy? What’s he into right now?” 
 “Edgar Allan Poe,” Amy said. “I’ve got a couple collections of stories and poems, and Dr. Stevens isn’t sure where he wants to start.” 
 I stopped walking and looked across the room at Amy. “Edgar Allan Poe?” I repeated.  
 She nodded. “Dr. Stevens is actually why I thought of ‘The Cask of Amontillado’ when the drama teacher was found in the cellar. He had been here to look at some Edgar Allan Poe at least twice by that point, so it was on my mind.” 
 “Edgar Allan Poe,” I repeated again, this time my voice lower. 
 Amy looked at me for a long moment before answering. “The one and only,” she said slowly. 
 So Dr. Stevens was an Edgar Allan Poe fan, he had tried to fire Marcus Fleming years ago but failed, and now Fleming died a horrible death mirroring a famous Edgar Allan Poe story. 
 Certainly I wouldn’t be the only one to raise an eyebrow at that. Right? 
 I started across the room toward Amy, resisting the urge to stop at the display cases and promising myself I could take a look after I finished this conversation with her. 
 “Let me ask you this,” I said. “And please be honest.” 
 Amy nodded.  
 “What do you think of Dr. Stevens?” 
 She looked away. “I know your experience with him hasn’t been pleasant, but he’s been great every time I’ve met with him. I actually like him a lot. He’s friendly, super excited about books, and really grateful when I don’t push him to make a decision. He’s like a kid in a candy store here. And kind of funny, too.” 
 I scrunched my nose. “Really?” I couldn’t imagine him ever being happy or funny. 
 She nodded, her eyes still on the shelves of books across the room. “I’m sure the environment matters. Maybe he’s more passionate about books than he is about being a school administrator.” 
 Maybe.  
 That gave me even more to think about.  
 First there was the weird link between Stevens, Fleming, and Edgar Allan Poe. Then there was the fact that everyone seemed to love Stevens except the teachers at my school. The moms from Temecula Hills High School, Amy, probably Sandie Oaks if she sent him to Amy in the first place…why was he so well liked in Temecula but not in Carlsbad? 
 I needed my notebook. There was so much more to write down. 



 

SEVENTEEN


 


 

 When I showed up for play practice that afternoon, the scene in East Park wasn’t what I expected. First, the Council of Elders was finishing up its afternoon walk around the park—but it wasn’t just them this time. The Berke sisters who ran Snapdragon Inn and Sandie Oakes of Hathaway House were walking with them. It was great that the group was growing. I loved seeing people being active. I was just a little surprised that the group had nearly doubled already. 
 And second, I hadn’t expected to see Jules talking to Livy when I walked up. 
 “Hey, what are you doing here?” I asked, dropping my bag of scripts on the grass.  
 Jules grinned and wiggled her eyebrows. “I got someone to cover the store for me this afternoon so I could come to play practice. I wanted to see this Victor guy. I’ve been wondering all day if he really could be Xavier’s brother.” 
 “To clarify,” Livy said, “Jules is going to help out. But in the process of helping out, she’ll get to see who Victor is, which, hopefully will quell her curiosity and put an end to the texts she sends me every five minutes about him.” She gave Jules an exaggerated, I-hope-you-take-the-hint smile.  
 “Great,” I said. “Can’t wait to see what you think of him.” 
 Livy looked at the time on her phone. “Let’s get the kids over here so we can break into groups and start.” 
 As she called the high schoolers over, I noticed Aldo and all his exercise buddies had camped out near a bench at the edge of the park. Apparently they weren’t done exercising yet. The Berke sisters were doing yoga poses while Sandie and Aldo tried to follow their lead. Morrie and Artie were doing squats. Eduardo was drinking water and repeatedly wiping sweat from his forehead. And none of this was happening quietly.  
 Once Livy got the kids’ attention, she told them the afternoon’s plan. Every ten seconds or so, she glanced over at the exercise crew by the bench. They seemed to be getting louder, probably because Aldo was flat on his rear after falling out of downward dog, and all the women were asking if he was okay. Morrie and Artie were now lunging while doing Lamaze-style breathing. And Eduardo was just realizing we had play practice because he sat on the bench, pointed at us, and called, “What are you all doing over there?” 
 “Practicing for a play,” Livy called back. 
 Eduardo lifted his palms toward the sky. “What play?” 
 “A Midsummer Night’s Dream.” 
 “Why?” 
 Livy groaned. “We don’t have time for this,” she said under her breath. Then, to Eduardo, she called, “Can I tell you all about it after practice? We need to get started.” 
 Sandie finished helping Aldo over to the bench and looked at us. “Livy, do you need help? I’d be happy to run lines with the kids.” 
 Aldo wiggled forward to the edge of the bench, his face lighting up, “Oh, I would be happy to help, too. What can I do?” 
 Morrie and Artie stopped doing jumping jacks. “What play did you say?” Morrie asked. “I once played a messenger in Macbeth.” 
 “I’ve never acted, but I can help,” Artie added.  
 All seven of the exercisers walked over to us. 
 Livy looked at me and Jules. “What just happened?” she muttered.  
 “Maybe this will be good,” I muttered back. “The kids really need to be drilled on their lines right now. They’re not practicing at home, so let’s do a drill day. We almost have enough adults to work one-on-one with the kids who are struggling the most.”  
 “Okay.” Livy nodded. “You’re right. Where’s Esther?” She looked around, her eyes eventually landing on me. “Maybe she’s still in the parking lot. Can you find her and ask if she has extra scripts for our new helpers?” 
 I did as Livy asked. And just as Livy expected, Esther was still in the parking lot, loading up a rolling cart. I told her about our new helpers, grabbed an extra stack of scripts from her car, and walked back across the park with her. I tried to make small talk but didn’t get very far since she was prone to one-word answers. That was fine, though. I worked with teenagers. I was used to awkward silence.  
 By the time we reached the group, Livy had divided everyone up.  
 “You’re with Eli,” she told me, first looking at her clipboard and then scanning the park. “There.” She pointed off to the left. “He’s sitting over where Jules and Victor are.” 
 Jules and Victor. So Livy really had indulged Jules’ curiosity by pairing her with Victor. And lucky for me, my kid was friends with Victor so he naturally camped out nearby. Maybe I’d get to hear a little of Jules and Victor’s conversation.  
 I started across the grass toward Eli. Behind me, Livy said, “Esther, you’re amazing. I can’t believe you had all these extra scripts. Let’s get them passed out. How are you always so prepared for everything?” 
 Silently, I agreed. Esther might not have been good at small talk, but she sure was helpful.  
 “All right, Eli,” I said as I sat a couple feet away from him. “Did Livy tell you where to start?” 
 The tall blond sat cross-legged, staring at the script in front of him on the grass. He didn’t bother to look up at me. “Yeah. Act Three Scene One.” 
 “Okay, let’s find it. Why don’t you do a quick read through to refresh your memory, and then we’ll start memorizing any tricky parts.” 
 “Kay.” Leaving the script where it was, he flipped over the first few pages. Then he dropped his elbow onto his knee and propped his head on his fist, eyes still down. 
 Behind me, I heard Jules’ voice. “You look really familiar. Do you ever come into the Sweet Spot Bakery?” 
 “Nu-uh,” Victor said.  
 “Oh. I wonder what it is, then.” 
 Victor heaved a bored sigh. “I look familiar to everyone because of my older brother. People think we look alike.” 
 “What’s his name?” 
 “Xavier Zapata.” 
 “Oh, I know Xavier,” Jules said. “We went to high school together.” 
 “Excuse me, Jules?” That was Esther’s voice. I resisted the urge to turn and see what was happening. “Here’s a script for you.” 
 “Oh thanks,” Jules said. I imagined her taking the script and Esther continuing on to hand out more scripts to our extra helpers.  
 I glanced at Eli. He hadn’t moved since he began reading the scene. Maybe he was trying to memorize as he read. 
 “So,” Victor said behind me. “Where do we start?” 
 “Didn’t Livy tell you?” Jules asked. 
 “Yeah, but I forgot,” he said. “You were standing right there. Do you remember?” 
 “Act Three Scene One,” I said over my shoulder, taking a guess since Victor and Eli’s scenes were all together. 
 “Thanks, Jill,” Jules said.  
 I gave her a thumbs up over my head. 
 As they shuffled through their scripts behind me, Jules said, “So what’s your brother up to these days?” 
 “I don’t know. Nothing,” Victor said. “Work, I guess.” 
 “He was big into theater, too, wasn’t he?  
 “Yeah.” 
 Wow, Victor really was a great conversationalist. 
 “So is he still doing theater?” Jules asked. “Still acting?” 
 “No, that didn’t work out. He blew it.” 

Blew it?

 Jules must have been just as surprised by Victor’s admission as I was. “Blew it?” she said. 
 My thoughts exactly. 
 “Yeah, he blew it,” Victor said. “So what scene are we starting on again? Act One Scene Three?” 
 “Act Three Scene One,” I said over my shoulder.  
 “Thanks,” Jules said. 
 I gave another thumbs up over my head.  
 “So let’s get going,” she said. “Have you read through this scene before?” 
 Obviously she had read Victor’s tone the same way I had: he was done talking about his brother and ready to get to work. I focused back on Eli. It was time for us to get to work, too. His head was still propped on his fist, just as it had been when he started reading. There was no way that he could still be reading, though. It had been at least a couple minutes, and his part in the scene wasn’t that big. 
 “Eli, ready to go?” I asked. 
 He didn’t respond. 
 “Eli?” 
 Still no response.  
 I crawled over to him and tapped his shoulder.  
 Again, no response.  
 I leaned down, angled my head upward, and saw his eyes were closed. 
 The kid was asleep. 
 Seriously? What was I supposed to do with this guy?  
 Just as I was about to shake Eli’s shoulder to wake him up, Eduardo Salizar’s voice caught my attention. He had to be at least fifteen or twenty yards away, and he was working with a confused-looking student. 
 “No, no, that is not how the character Bottom would deliver the line,” he said. “Try it more like this.” Eduardo straightened up, his belly protruding further than his chest, and said, “Let me play the lion too. I will roar!” 
 I looked around for Livy. Where was she? It wasn’t Eduardo’s place to tell a student how to deliver the lines. He was just supposed to help the poor kid memorize them. Livy needed to nip this in the bud. 
 “Eduardo, Eduardo, no.” 
 I still hadn’t found Livy when I heard my grandfather’s voice addressing his oldest friend. Oh, good. Even if Livy wasn’t there, Aldo would be able to reel Eduardo in. He was pretty good at that. I turned back to see my grandfather with his hand on Eduardo’s shoulder. He shook his head. 
 “It’s like this, my friend.” Aldo straightened up and cleared his throat. With an almost baritone voice that didn’t sound at all like my grandfather, he said, “Let me play the lion too! I…will…roar!” 
 Oh no. What was going on here? My grandfather and his friends were hijacking our practice. This couldn’t be. 
 I spotted Livy and Esther on the other side of the park with the four teenagers playing lead roles. They were studying scripts intently. I could go over and let her know that Eduardo and Aldo were hijacking practice, but it might be faster to handle it on my own.  
 I got to my feet just as Jules did the same. We walked toward each other. 
 “My kid’s sleeping, so I’ll take care of this,” I said. 
 “My kid’s barely pretending to be awake, so I’ll help,” she said.  
 We headed toward Aldo and Eduardo, our own scripts in hand. Morrie and Artie had joined them and were also trying out the lion line, each using voices far different from their own. 
 “Let’s have them do their own play,” I said. 
 “Great idea,” Jules said. 
 Once I was close enough for them to hear me without yelling, I said, “I think you guys are onto something. How about you all practice acting out the scene, and then show us how it’s done.” Aldo and his buddies looked at me with wide, excited eyes and appreciative smiles. I turned to Jules. “Can you give them each parts from Act One, Scene Two and supervise? I’ll go wake up my kid, Mr. Sleeping Beauty, and get him working on something with your kid, Mr. Personality.” 
 Jules nodded. 
 I walked back toward Eli and Victor. As expected, Eli was still sleeping. Victor was stretched out on his back, spread eagle, looking at the sky. What a weird guy. 
 This was not how I envisioned play practice today. Not at all. 
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I’ll be done in five minutes. Meet you at the tasting room?

 Nico’s text barely registered as I typed back a response absentmindedly. 

Perfect!

 It was after eight o’clock that evening, and he had been stuck at Entonces trying to finalize paperwork for the new manager there. D’Angelo’s tasting room had been closed since seven, and I was sitting on the floor with Uni, staring at the wine barrels stacked along one wall. Specifically, I was staring at the last barrel on the bottom row—the one with Sonnet 94 fired into its face.  

Lilies that fester smell far worse than weeds.

 I read the poem over and over, but it was the last line that got me every time. 

Lilies that fester smell far worse than weeds.

 “Are you going to stay there all night?” Holly said from behind the bar. I imagined she was getting everything set up for tomorrow, but I didn’t bother turning to look. 
 “Will you let me?” I mumbled. 
 “Sure. But I don’t know if Jason, your wonderful brother-in-law-slash-part-time-boss, will let you.” 
 She was probably right. Stella’s husband, Jason, didn’t particularly like employees hanging around the tasting room after hours for no good reason, and I was pretty sure he’d classify staring at barrels as no good reason. Nico probably wouldn’t want me sitting there all night, either. He preferred being at home watching a movie or having a good old fashioned conversation, which of course was more than reasonable.  
 “What are you doing anyway?” Holly asked. 
 I wasn’t surprised by her question. While the Sonnet 94 note had weighed heavy on my mind all day, she probably hadn’t thought about it since our morning meeting at the coffee shop. And really, it wasn’t in her nature to remember anything that happened more than five minutes ago. 
 “I’m rewriting chapter three of your book in invisible ink on these barrels,” I said.  
 “Let me get you a real pen,” she said. “Invisible ink is for the birds.” 
 Before I could respond, a knock sounded on the front door. From where I sat, I couldn’t see who was there, but Holly must have recognized whoever it was. She crossed the tasting room without saying anything, unlocked the door, and opened it. 
 “Hey Jules,” she said. “What’s going on?” 
 Jules stepped inside and held a white card toward Holly. My sister took it, read whatever it said, and handed it back. She pointed at me. “Jill’s right there.” 
 Great. What did that mean?  
 Jules couldn’t possibly have gotten one of those little cards with a bit of poetry written on it. What did she have to do with any of this? 
 Jules walked to me and handed over the card. I read it. 

I speak no more than truth.


I’ll not meddle in’t.

 “Where did you find this?” I asked. 
 “It was in my car, parked behind the bakery.” 
 “Were your windows cracked for air?” I glanced up in time to see Jules nod, and then I picked up my phone from where it sat on the floor next to me and snapped a picture. “I don’t recognize those lines from anywhere.” I typed them into my phone’s web browser.  
 “Why am I getting notes now?” Jules asked.  
 All I could do was shake my head. I had no idea. Part of me suddenly thought that these notes couldn’t possibly have to do with Fleming’s death at this point. There were too many of them, and the connections to the recipients were too flimsy. Jules showed up at play practice today. She went to high school with a guy whose brother found the body. That was pretty weak.  
 Wasn’t it? 
 “Pandarus,” I said after the search results popped up on my phone. “A character named Pandarus said that. He’s from a play called Troilus and Cressida by Shakespeare.” 
 “Shakespeare wasn’t the first to do that story,” Holly said. She was back behind the bar, straightening wine glasses. “Chaucer did it, Boccaccio did it, and I think maybe another writer or two did it before them.” 
 Jules and I looked at Holly. 
 “How do you know that?” I asked. “You said literature wasn’t in your wheelhouse.” 
 Holly shrugged. “Boccaccio spent a lot of time in Florence. I love Florence. I read about what I love. It’s like dominos falling over. Don’t you ever end up down a rabbit hole when you’re researching and then learn something unexpected?” 
 Not bothering to acknowledge my sister’s question, I went back to my phone. She already knew that her rabbit holes of research were nothing like anyone else’s. Or, at least she should have known that.  
 “Do you know what the deal is with Pandarus?” I asked while typing who is Pandarus into my phone. I didn’t expect Holly to know, but if she did, her answer would likely be more succinct than anything I found on the internet. 
 “Yeah,” Holly said. “He wasn’t a good guy, not by today’s standards. He pressured his cousin to hook up with a prince because he knew it would help him achieve status with the royal family. That’s where we get the word pander today. It comes from the character Pandarus.” 
 Well, that was succinct.  
 But seriously, how did my sister know this stuff?  
 I dropped my phone to my side, staring at her for a long moment. She shrugged again and went back to straightening the already-straight wine glasses.  
 I looked up at Jules, who was still standing next to where I sat on the floor. Her arms were crossed, and her expression was tight. Without a word, she strode toward the front door. 
 “Can I give this to Fitts?” I called after her, holding up the card. 
 “Yes,” she said right before disappearing outside. 
 “She’s really upset, isn’t she?” I asked. “Or did I read that wrong?” 
 Holly shook her head. “You didn’t read that wrong. She’s not happy.” 
 I hadn’t ever seen Jules so upset that she shut down. I’d seen her frustrated before, but never to the point where she went silent or left. I ignored the impulse to chase after her. If Jules wanted to talk, she would have stayed. Maybe it would be best to text her after she had time to cool down.  
 And maybe her reaction was completely appropriate. Maybe I was under-reacting to it. 
 I shook the thought away and went back to staring at the Sonnet 94 barrel, Uni now cuddled up beside me. 
 “You okay?”  
 I looked toward the voice coming from the front door and saw Nico framed by the doorway. Chris was right behind him.  
 “No,” Holly answered for me. “Jules just got one of those cryptic quotes, and Jill is hoping that the answer to this demented literary puzzle will magically appear on the wine barrels.” 
 Holly’s explanation might have been delivered with a slightly-snide tone, but it gave me an idea.  
 I scrambled to my feet.  
 “I’ll be right back,” I said, heading through the doors at the back of the tasting room, straight for Stella’s office. She was sitting at her computer. 
 “What are you doing here?” I asked, startled.  
 Shoot, I was sure she’d be gone. I wanted to grab some paper from her printer without being asked any questions.  
 “It’s late,” I added. “Where are the boys?” 
 “They’re having a sleepover at Aldo’s, so I thought I’d get a jumpstart on planning some details of an upcoming wedding at the winery,” she said. “Plus, Jason is still here working on some accounting stuff, so it seemed silly for me to sit at home by myself.” 
 Fair enough. 
 “Can I have some printer paper? And some tape? And a Sharpie? In fact, if you have some different colored Sharpies, can I borrow all of them?” 
 Stella opened her top desk drawer and picked the Sharpies out of the pen tray. “Should I ask why you need these?” 
 “Do you want to get frustrated with me for being nosy?” 
 “No.” 
 “Then you probably shouldn’t ask.” 
 She placed half a dozen Sharpies, all different colors, on her desk. Then she grabbed a roll of Scotch tape from another drawer and put it with the pens. While she was doing that, I walked over to her printer on the credenza and grabbed a stack of paper from its tray. Then I scooped up the pens and tape from the desk, blew an air kiss at her, and headed back to the tasting room. 
 When I pushed the door open with my back and walked through, Nico was having a serious-looking conversation with Holly, and Chris was dropping his phone into his pocket. 
 “I just texted Will and Amy,” he said. “They’re on their way over.” 
 “Oh?” I said. I sat in the middle of the tasting room again and picked up the blue Sharpie, which was going to be the color used for names.  
 “Yeah,” he said. “They’re smart. And they like books. All this stuff is about books, right?” 
 I looked up from where I was writing Ashlyn’s name in block letters across a sheet of paper in time to see Holly give Chris a questioning look.  
 “So is this what you want to do tonight?” she said. “Hang out here while Jill and Amy and Will talk about a psycho who likes old stories?” Then she added hastily, “Because that’s fine with me. There isn’t any good television on tonight, and I finished re-writing a preliminary draft of chapter three today, so that’s off my plate. I just want to know if I should open a bottle of wine for the extremely-nerdy conversation that’s about to take place.” 
 “I’m partial to red,” Chris said.  
 “Do the latest Cab Franc,” I said while writing Gracie in big letters on another piece of paper. “Open two, actually.”  
 I looked at Nico and wasn’t able to tell if he was unamused or just withholding judgment until he saw how this would play out.  
 “Since we haven’t trained Uni to use tape dispensers yet, can you help me?” I asked him. 
 Nico smiled, perhaps a bit reluctantly, but then joined me on the floor and affixed tape to the papers I had already written on. 
 There was a knock on the door, and Chris crossed the room to answer it.  
 “So, we’re pulling out the old college textbooks tonight?” Will said as he walked in. He had just gotten his black hair cut really short, which made me do a double take. He almost looked like a less-tan version of Nico. Behind him, Amy, Livy, and Hunter filed in. “How far back in time are we going?” 
 “Hundreds and hundreds of years,” I said. “Holly’s pouring wine. Go get a glass and then join me.” 
 “Sorry to intrude,” Livy said as she and Hunter followed Will and Amy to the bar. “We were all finishing up dinner together when Chris’ text to Will came through.” 
 “Glad you’re here. In fact,” I glanced at Holly behind the bar. “When you’re done pouring wine, can you go in the back and get Stella and Jason. It’s like we have a little party going. I don’t want to leave them out.” 
 Holly gave me a look that said really? She had probably been hoping this whole thing would wind down in fifteen minutes, but with everyone showing up, that wasn’t likely. Even so, I could tell that she was going to do what I asked. 
 “Should I text Jules and tell her to come back, too?” she asked. 
 “Please,” I said.  
 “How about Elita?” 
 At once, more than half of the people in the room—maybe even everyone—answered with a resounding no.  
 Holly tried to mask a sideways smile by looking down at her phone. “Tell me how you really feel,” she muttered, pulling up Jules’ number. 
 Livy and Amy sat down next to me. Uni immediately jumped into Livy’s lap, of course.  
 “Okay, so here’s what I’m thinking,” I said. 
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 Within a couple minutes, I had all the pieces of information color coded. The names of high school kids who got script notes were in blue, the names of adults who got notecards were in green, and then the actual quotes were in an assortment of colors, depending on which great literary figure wrote them. Thankfully I had been taking pictures of all the quotes.  
 Well, I’m not sure everyone in the tasting room was thankful for that, but I was. 
 We taped the papers to the barrel faces, moving them around as needed to see if any patterns emerged. We tried grouping them by age of recipient, age of quote, and order in which the quotes were received. Then we tried arranging them according to how creepy the quotes were. After all, if these notes were in any way related to Fleming’s death, maybe the level of creepiness mattered.  
 That last method prompted a debate that I never would have expected, particularly among the guys. Nico was adamant that the quotes about Hell—the ones Lucy had received—were the worst. They were about going to Hell, for goodness sakes. Will thought that the Sonnet 94 quote was the worst because deception on Earth represented something about free will and the kind of evil that led to Dante’s Hell. I didn’t fully understand the way he explained it. His argument was over my head and far too philosophical for me. But Holly sided with him, and since she was the smartest person I knew, there must have been something there. Hunter said the Romeo and Juliet stuff was the worst because he personally thought it was the worst play ever written.  
 Chris and Jason, bless their hearts, just sat back and drank wine. Good for them. 
 Livy looked bored, Amy thought she’d have an opinion in two or three days, and Stella spent the time emailing from her phone. Apparently a bride whose wedding would be at the vineyard in a month wanted to change the buffet menu. 
 Fitts texted me just as Will decided that the origin of the word fester might be important. I didn’t know why, so I turned my attention to Fitts’ text.  

Sorry it’s late and I’m just getting to you, he wrote. Long day. Can I swing by and get that card from your car?

 I tapped out a response. 

Sure. I’m in the D’Angelo tasting room. 
 Three dots almost immediately appeared below the text, so I waited for his next message to pop up.  

Great. I’m in OV now. Just walking down the street and will be there in a minute.

 I didn’t reply. I dropped my phone to the floor, sipped my Cab Franc, and stared at the barrels with papers taped to them. What was I missing? 
 Holly had left the front door unlocked in case Jules showed up again—which she hadn’t—so Fitts blustered right in when he got here. He looked at us, all holding wine glasses and staring at the wall of wine barrels. Then he looked at the wine barrels. 
 “What the hell are you all doing?” he asked. It wasn’t quite the bark that he used when I first met him, but it certainly wasn’t a casual, light tone either.  
 “You don’t like all this school-ish, literature stuff, right?” I said. “So we’ve assembled the brightest literary minds in all of Temecula to take care of it for you.” I smiled a huge, fake, please-believe-me smile. 
 He scanned the group of us, then glanced at the wine barrels, and then zeroed in on me. “Is that true?” 
 I half shrugged and let my head bob from side to side slightly. As if the gesture hadn’t already implied that my answer was not really, I said, “Well, maybe not all of Temecula, and maybe not even all of OV, but there are some brains here.” I craned my neck toward Holly who was sitting with Chris at one of the high-top tables behind me. “Hol, let’s get Sandie Oakes over here. That Ph.D. in literature of hers is probably what we really need.” 
 Fitts grunted. “This is ridiculous.” 
 Stella, who was sitting at the table closest to Fitts, looked up from her phone with an expression of pure hatred. Jason, sitting next to her, put his hand on her shoulder and whispered something in her ear.  
 “Ridiculous, or exceedingly helpful?” I said with another huge, fake, please-believe-me smile. 
 “Where’s that note, D’Angelo?” Fitts asked. 
 “I have no idea,” Holly said. 
 Fitts turned his attention to my younger sister. I did as well and saw her lip twitch slightly as though she was trying not to smile. 
 “Oh, you don’t mean me?” she said innocently. “Sorry. You said D’Angelo, so I thought any one of us sisters could answer.” 
 Smart aleck. 
 “It’s still in my car,” I said. “Up at my grandpa’s house.” 
 “Why don’t you have it now?” Fitts said. “I told you I was coming for it.” 
 “You got here before I could go get it,” I said.  
 “How about we call it a night?” Jason said. “We can save these papers for later if need be.” 
 I was sure that he just wanted Fitts out of the tasting room and away from Stella, but pushing that aside, he was probably right. It had to be at least nine o’clock. And when I thought about it, I was pretty tired. 
 Jason looked at me. “We’ll clean up here,” he said. “You go with the detective to get what he needs.” 
 Yes, Jason was definitely trying to get Fitts away from Stella. Smart man.  
 Nico, who had been sitting at a table with Will and Hunter, was the first one on his feet. He walked to me and held out a hand to help me up. Then he and I said goodbye to our friends and were the first ones out the door. Uni and Fitts were on our heels. We rounded the winery toward the path cutting through the vineyard. It was dark—not just a little dark, but the kind of midnight dark that made rocks and twigs along the path hard to see. The porch light on Aldo’s house at the top of the hill was on, but that didn’t help. Nico and I both turned on our phone flashlights and shone them on the path.  
 “You don’t drive down to the winery from your grandfather’s house?” Fitts said behind us.  
 “Why would we?” I asked. “It’s less than a five-minute walk.” 
 “I would drive,” he said.  
 That sounded about right. 
 A bright light from behind suddenly lit the path. I looked over my shoulder and saw Fitts pressing buttons on a high-powered flashlight. He grinned and waved it back and forth across the length of the vineyard. 
 “Now this is a flashlight,” he said.  
 “Hey, what’s over there?” Nico said, pointing to the right as he continued up the path. “Detective, can you shine your light in that direction again?” 
 Fitts swept his mega light to the east end of the vineyard as Nico requested. There, a car was parked along the road. My mind leapt back to another instance a couple months ago when I saw a car parked in that very same spot.  
 Lucy Argyle. 
 “You’ve got to be kidding,” I said. I turned down the next row of grapevines toward the car.  
 Could it really be Lucy again? What in the world would she be doing parked along the edge of the vineyard again? 
 Nico, Uni, and Fitts followed me.  
 “Jill?” Nico said. “What are you doing? It’s just a car.” 
 “I bet you a thousand dollars that it’s Lucy Argyle,” I said. “And she’s snooping, somehow.” 
 Everything about my last statement sounded dumb, and I could admit that. Silently, at least. I did not have a thousand dollars to bet Nico, and even if I did, he wouldn’t be interested in it. And if it was Lucy, how could she possibly be snooping in a dark car along the side of the road late at night when nothing was happening? But I was sure that was exactly what she was doing.  
 “D’Angelo, don’t be crazy,” Fitts said. “I just want to get that note from your car and be on my way. I don’t care who’s over there.” 
 I ignored him. 
 We neared the car, and I was right. It was Lucy’s dark blue Honda Civic.  
 She really was a strange person. We all had a little bit of crazy in us, but Lucy had more than a normal amount of crazy. Why she parked on this side street, I’d never know.  
 Especially after she got a note implying that she belonged outside the entrance of Hell and should spend all of eternity being stung by wasps and hornets. Normal people would take that as a sign to stop being snoopy, underhanded, and vindictive.  
 But Lucy was in a class of her own. 
 “Yep, that’s Lucy’s car,” I said. “She’s done this before.” 
 “Why?” Nico said. “What’s she doing?” 
 That was a really good question. 
 “Well, last time she was sleeping,” I said.  
 “I’ll take care of this,” Fitts said. He pointed his flashlight down and pressed a couple buttons on its side. “Stand back.” 
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 As we stepped aside, Fitts walked up to the driver’s side window and peered in. Then he gave us a look that said, yep, the nutcase is sleeping. He pressed another button on his flashlight and then held it right next to the window. Within a second, a siren was blaring and a red light was flashing. 
 I covered my ears. Oh my goodness, Fitts had a siren on his flashlight. A really loud siren.  
 Lucy threw the car door open and stumbled out. 
 “What the hell, Jared!?!” she yelled. 
 Fitts switched off the red light and siren, returning to the extra-bright regular light. “Miss Argyle,” he said shining the light at her, “that’s not how you were taught to address law enforcement, is it? You may refer to me as Detective Fitts. Please.” 
 I was still so stunned by the siren and flashing red light that I could barely register the scene unfolding in front of me. Fitts waking up Lucy, Lucy yelling at Fitts, Fitts responding in a calm, albeit condescending way—it was all too much. 
 Lucy recoiled from the light. “Shut up, Jared,” she spat. “What are you doing here?” 
 Fitts let out a dramatic sigh. Then he turned and handed off his flashlight to me. It was remarkably small and light for something so bright and loud. Turning back to Lucy, Fitts said, “I’m afraid I’m here to give you bad news.” He pulled something out of his shirt pocket.  
 Nico raised his phone flashlight just slightly so we could see what the detective was doing. 
 Fitts sucked his teeth at Lucy. Tsk, tsk, tsk. “You’re parked here illegally, old girl. So, because of the oath I took to uphold the law, I must give you a ticket. So sorry.” 
 In the ugliest, throatiest possible voice that could have come from a tiny, little woman named Lucy, she said, “Ugh! You’ve got to be kidding me! A ticket?” 
 “Yes ma’am,” Fitts said. He was writing on the paper that he had drawn from his pocket. “You see here we’ve got a red curb. If you recall from the driver’s education class you took probably thirty or forty years ago, parking in the red is illegal.” 
 Oh my goodness. Lucy couldn’t have been more than thirty years old in the first place, and I knew that she put a lot of effort into looking her most beautiful with those fancy outfits and that perfect makeup everyday. Fitts really knew how to dig in to someone’s weak spot when he wanted to.  
 It was a teeny bit funny this time since it wasn’t happening to me.  
 “Jared, don’t be absurd,” Lucy said. “You know what it’s like to work around the clock. Sometimes we have to take a power nap wherever we can. That’s just how it is. You, of all people, should know that.” 
 “I surely do, ma’am,” Fitts said. “But you’re in a red zone. In fact, I think you’ve found the one and only red zone in all of Otto Viti.” He handed the piece of paper to her. “Terribly sorry, ma’am. I hear the D’Angelo Winery has a wonderful curb out front that you can park by whenever your eyelids are feeling heavy. There’s no red at all.” 
 Lucy let out another guttural, monster-inspired “ugh!!” She swiped the ticket from Fitts’ hand and threw herself into the car. A second after slamming the door and revving the engine, she peeled out like a sixteen-year-old hothead. As she made a U-turn, I shone Fitts’ super light on her car. The light caught her just in time for us to see an arm thrust out the window. She sneered as she flashed a finger that no one ever wants to see.  
 Fitts sighed again. His shoulders dropped, and he turned to me. “Let me get that light back from you.”  
 I handed it to him, and he quickly adjusted the settings.  
 “I just don’t think she’s ever going to learn,” he said.  
 He held the flashlight toward Lucy’s car as the siren blared and the red light flashed. For a second, I didn’t know if she’d stop since she was already in a bad mood and a good twenty yards down the road, but she pulled over again and hopped out. 
 “What!?!” she yelled, throwing her arms in the air.  
 Fitts started walking up the street toward her. Under his breath, he said, “You two can come along if you want to see the end of the show.” 
 Nico and I looked at each other. I think Nico was as intrigued as I was. We followed Fitts toward Lucy’s car. 
 Over his shoulder, Fitts handed the flashlight back to me so that he could write her another ticket. He started filling it out as he walked toward her. 
 “Seriously, what!?!” she yelled. 
 “Ma’am, as you were driving away, you signaled a right turn with your arm pointed upward.” He demonstrated the signal, omitting the middle finger toward the sky. “Unfortunately, any right turn would have not only been illegal but also dangerous since there is no place to turn right on this road—not going the direction you were headed, at least.” He finished the ticket and held it toward her. “Of course, if you were planning to turn right, it might be more appropriate for us to discussed the intended destruction of private property. Would you like to have that conversation?” 
 Lucy snatched the ticket from him, scowling like I had never seen her scowl before, and then hopped back into her car without saying a word. She peeled out again—apparently her signature move—but this time she did not signal an illegal right turn with her middle finger. 
 I almost didn’t know what to say. I never imagined the hike back to Aldo’s could be so entertaining. 
 “So detectives can give tickets?” I said, handing the flashlight back to Fitts. “And they have sirens on their flashlights?” 
 He chuckled. “I have a buddy who likes to ‘improve’ gadgets for me.” He used air quotes when saying improve. “They’re mostly for fun, but every now and then they come in handy.” He pressed a button on the flashlight so that it went back to its extra-strength white light. “And detectives can do whatever police do, so you better watch it. If I ever catch you sleeping in a red zone, you know what’ll happen. Now let’s go get that notecard.” 
 He started back toward Aldo’s house. Nico and I followed behind with our pathetic phone flashlights. 
 “That was pretty funny,” Nico whispered. 
 “Hilarious,” I whispered back. “She was so mad.”  
 Generally, I didn’t like to see people get upset, but this was Lucy. And it was hilarious. 
 We trekked the rest of the way to Aldo’s house in silence. Memories of the day played on a loop in my mind. Lucy and I both getting creepy notes. Amy showing me her secret shop. Play practice dominated by lazy boys and overly-excited helpers. Jules getting her own obscure note after helping at play practice.  
 Having sipped my way through a glass of wine, I was feeling braver and smarter than normal. Vaguely I sensed that it wasn’t good to feel so brave and smart while memories of the day ran through my head. That could only lead to my imagination running away. And yet, the Cab Franc had convinced me that imagination was a good thing.  
 When we reach my hand-me-down BMW from Stella in the driveway, I unlocked the doors, grabbed the note from the center console, and made up my mind about what I wanted to say to Detective Fitts, primarily based on my Cab Franc-enhanced imagination. 
 I reemerged from the car and held up the card. “Before I give this to you,” I said, “I want to tell you about a concern I have.” 
 Fitts planted his hands on his hips. “Shouldn’t you be leaving the concerns to me, D’Angelo? Haven’t you learned anything?” 
 Nico touched my shoulder. “I’m going to say goodnight to Aldo,” he said. “Be right back.” 
 I nodded and watched him stride up the walkway to the front door. Uni pranced after him. Then I turned back to Fitts. 
 “Do you remember my boss, Dr. Stevens?” I asked. 
 “The one you were hiding from in the parking lot yesterday? Yeah, I remember him.” 
 “I found out today that he’s a collector of mid-nineteenth century rare books. Like, first editions of old books, things like that.” 
 “Okay.” 
 “And he’s about to buy a first edition of Edgar Allan Poe short stories.” 
 “So?” 
 “So, don’t you see that there might be a link between him and Fleming’s death? Stevens tried to fire Fleming a couple years ago. Stevens likes Edgar Allan Poe. Fleming died an Edgar Allan Poe-inspired death…” My voice trailed off as I waited for my brilliant theory to sink in.  
 “I really don’t know what you have against your boss, Jill,” Fitts said. “He’s a delightful man.” 
 What? Delightful? Now Fitts was messing with me, just like he had messed with Lucy. 
 I stared at him for a moment, trying to find appropriate words to respond. None came to me. 
 “What are you talking about?” I finally sputtered. 
 “He’s delightful,” Fitts repeated. “I had three or four conversations with him today, and he’s perfectly pleasant. Has it ever occurred to you that you might be the difficult one to work with?” 
 My mouth dropped open. 
 Wait. What? 
 The Temecula Hills High School moms liked Stevens. Amy liked Stevens. Now Detective Fitts liked Stevens. Really?  
 I didn’t know what to say. Was I the difficult one to work with?  
 Maybe. 
 No. I wasn’t the one who traipsed into a new school railing about test scores and putting people down. That wasn’t me. That was Dr. Stevens. How could he be a test score dictator and a perfectly pleasant person to work with? I didn’t get it.  
 Fitts held out his hand. “Are you going to give me that note or not?” 
 “I will,” I said. “But first you’ve got to explain to me why Dr. Stevens is perfectly pleasant. He’s been nothing but mean to his staff down in Carlsbad. What’s made him delightful to you? And why are you talking to him anyway?” 
 “If you don’t like him, why don’t you find a new job?” Fitts said. 
 “I’m working on it,” I said. “But that doesn’t answer my question. I’m truly confused. How can the staff at my school so drastically misunderstand him? Because I’d really like to think of him as pleasant and delightful. If you could give me a reason, that would make my professional life a lot easier.” 
 Fitts huffed and rolled his eyes. “He’s just a nice guy, okay? Maybe he’s doing the tough love thing at your school, but once he’s in his own world, he’s nice. Plus, he got one of those weird notes, too, and it shook him up some.” 
 He got a note, too?  
 Dang. That ruined my theory.  
 Oh, but wait. Another brilliant idea was coming to me. 
 “What if he faked the note to himself to divert attention?” 
 “Jill, seriously.” 
 “Hey, I don’t wish that he had anything to do with Fleming’s death. Let me be clear, I wish that Fleming hadn’t died at all. But I’m just saying Dr. Stevens shouldn’t be overlooked as a potential suspect.”  
 Fitts stared at me as though he had exceeded his daily recommended dose of Jill D’Angelo.   
 “Okay, just one more question,” I said hurriedly. My time was running out. “What did his note say?” 
 “I don’t know. It had to do with another thing written by that Poe guy. Something Annabel. Dr. Stevens was pretty upset about it.” 
 “‘Annabel Lee’?” I asked.  
 “Yeah. Sure. Maybe.” 
 “That’s a love poem.” 
 “So?” 
 The front door of Aldo’s house opened, and both Aldo and Nico walked out. As my attention turned to them, Fitts swiped the card from my hands. 
 “Thanks,” he said. And with that, he walked down the driveway, back toward the vineyard path. “Bye everyone,” he called over his shoulder. “Have a great night.” 
 I remembered something. “Oh, wait!” I pulled Jules’ note from my pocket and ran after Fitts to give it to him. “Another one of my friends got a note, too. Jules Carson.” 
 Fitts took the note and grimaced, shaking his head. “Jeez, another one? Okay. Thanks.”  
 He continued down the path, and I jogged back up the driveway toward Nico and my grandfather. 
 “Ah, Jill,” Aldo said. He reached out and placed a hand on my shoulder. “You and Nico are going home, and I won’t keep you long. I just wanted to say thank you for a fun afternoon. I know my friends and I got in the way at play practice. We were not helpful.” He chuckled. “But we had so much fun, and I’ll never forget it. So thank you for a wonderful afternoon.” 
 I hugged my grandfather. “Nonno, you’re always welcome at play practice. And you’re always welcome to come into my classroom at school to liven things up. When you have fun, we all have fun.” 
 He chuckled again. “Good night, Jill.” He waved to Nico. “Good night.”  
 He turned and disappeared into the house. A moment later, Uni pranced out carrying a pink and gray polka dot sock in her mouth.  
 Huh. I had been looking for that sock since winter. I guess it had been at Aldo’s all this time. Leave it to Uni to find it. 
 “I think you must have the best grandfather in the whole world,” Nico said as he opened the door to my car’s backseat and then took the sock from Uni’s mouth. He held it up. “Yours?” 
 I nodded as Uni jumped into the back. Yes, the sock was mine. And yes, Aldo was the best.  
 I should never underestimate Aldo, his own self awareness, or his awareness of others. 
 Speaking of that, tomorrow I needed to get his take on the whole Fleming case. I couldn’t believe I hadn’t talked to him about it yet. Aldo was pretty perceptive. And normally spot on. 
 What was wrong with me? I should have talked to him days ago. 



 

TWENTY-ONE


 


 

 There was no snarky article in the newspaper by Lucy Argyle the next morning. After she had gotten that note about Hell, I was sure she’d never write anything about OV again. She really seemed upset. But then after we found her on the side of the road last night, I wasn’t so sure. Clearly she hadn’t given up snooping. And after those two tickets, I wondered if she’d channel her anger into a mean article about OV. 
 Jules had said that she’d be doing tai chi with the Council of Elders in the morning for the foreseeable future, and Livy and I were welcome to come. Livy jumped at the opportunity, but I declined. I was glad that the Council of Elders wanted to continue with tai chi, but running was more my thing. After Uni and I took a couple laps around the neighborhood, I got ready for the day, grabbed my notebook, and took Uni with me to Aldo’s. It was early, but I could just hang out until Aldo got back from tai chi. I knew he liked to get coffee with his friends in the morning, but surely he would come home and change into street clothes before their morning coffee meet up. I wanted to catch him before he left again. 
 When I opened the front door, I heard the giggling of two little boys.  
 “Who’s there? Bisnonno, is that you?” Hudson called down the hallway. 
 I had forgotten that Hudson and Thatcher had spent the night.  
 Uni scrambled toward the living room.  
 “Uni!” my nephews squealed as I followed my sweet dog through the house. 
 When I reached the family room, I was slightly surprised by the scene. Holly sat on the carpet, her back against the couch, reading a textbook—probably something Art History-related. Her hair was frizzed out, bigger than I had ever seen it. She had green eye shadow painted all the way up to her eyebrows, and her lips were frighteningly purple. Next to her, my nephews were playing with Uni. 
 “Good morning,” I said. “I’m Jill. And who are you, scary-looking woman?” 
 Holly gave me an unappreciative smile. “Aldo left to do yoga or whatever, and the boys woke me up. This is how Aunt Holly entertains in the morning.” 
 “Makeup classes for boys?” I asked, sitting on the couch near her. 
 “No way!” Thatcher said. “Clown classes!”  
 “She’s going to teach us to juggle next,” Hudson added. 
 I stared at my sister. “Really? You juggle?” 
 “Crazy, right?” she said. “Chris taught me. It randomly came up in conversation, one thing led to another, and now I’m pretty much an expert. I think I could be a first-round draft pick on the professional juggling circuit, truth be told.” 
 Nothing about what she just said made sense. But far be it for me to point that out. 
 Holly put her book down. “Guys, are you done making me into a clown masterpiece? Because if you are, let’s get to juggling.” 
 The boys hopped to their feet.  
 “We’re done,” Thatcher said. He looked at Hudson. “Let’s go get some balls.” They ran down the hall toward their playroom. Uni scampered after them.  
 “Two things,” I said to Holly. “First, you are a way better aunt than I am. And second, where did you get green eye shadow and purple lipstick?” 
 “First, thank you, I know I’m better,” she said with a green eye shadowed wink. “And second, I have no idea where the makeup came from. Maybe a Halloween costume from high school? I’m probably going to wake up with pink eye tomorrow. But if the boys learn to juggle by the end of the day, the sacrifice will have been worth it.” 
 Okay. 
 The boys came running back into the family room, their arms laden with balls of all sizes and colors. Holly got to her feet. 
 “Let’s go in the backyard,” she said. “Want to come, Second Place Aunt Jill?” 
 I was about to say heck yeah when the front door opened. That had to be Aldo.  
 “I need to talk to Aldo,” I said. “But I’ll be out in a couple minutes.” 
 Holly opened the screen door to the backyard and the boys barreled through, dropping balls right and left, much to Uni’s delight. The little golden furball ran in circles, not sure which ball to chase first. 
 “Ah, Jill! What are you doing here?” Aldo stood in the entryway to the adjoining kitchen looking somewhat startled. I wasn’t sure why since I showed up unannounced at his house all the time. But I didn’t ask. It was probably nothing.  
 “Good morning, Nonno,” I said. “I wanted to talk to you. Do you have a minute?” 
 “Oh sure, sure.” He glanced down the entryway toward the front door and then walked to the kitchen table. “Are the boys in the playroom with Holly?” 
 I crossed the room toward Aldo and sat next to him. “No, they’re out back. She’s teaching them how to juggle. Supposedly.” 
 Aldo’s eyebrows rose. “In the back?” He pointed to the patio door and then glanced over his shoulder toward the front of the house again.  
 “Amazing, isn’t it?” 
 “Yes, yes. Amazing,” Aldo mumbled, shaking his head. Then a little more loudly and looking directly at me, he said, “Now, how is everything, Jill? What did you want to talk to me about?” 
 “Fleming’s death. And all the weird stuff that’s happened since.” I placed my notebook on the table, opened it to the most recent list of observations, and slid it toward Aldo. “When all that crazy stuff happened a couple months ago at Chocolat, your gut reaction was right on. Do you have any gut feelings this time?” 
 Aldo flipped back a couple pages in my notebook and read everything that I had written. When he finished, he slid the notebook toward me. 
 “This is very troubling,” he sighed. 
 “No one else has gotten a note as far as you know, right?” I asked. “None of your friends?” 
 Aldo’s head bobbed from side to side a couple times as he considered whether to tell me what was on his mind. He was weighing his options. That couldn’t be good. 
 “Ah, well, Sandie got a note too,” he said. “I’m not so good with the books, you know, but the note—it was about a book.” 

Sandie? 

 “Do you remember the name of the book?” I asked.  
 He shook his head. “No, I’m sorry. I remember…” he trailed off, squinting out the kitchen window. “I remember the writer was a man. He had three names. And he wrote a poem about a girl. Anna? Alla? Alma?” 
 “‘Annabel Lee’ by Edgar Allan Poe?” I asked. 
 Aldo looked back at me, his eyes wide, and slapped the table. “Yes! That’s it. Oh Jill, you’re so smart.” 
 He had always overestimated his granddaughters’ talents and abilities, but I wasn’t going to correct him today when there were more important issues at hand.  
 So Dr. Stevens and Sandie got quotes from the same poem. About ten questions tried to formulate in my mind at once, all of them competing for attention, and none of them really coming together. I couldn’t even figure out how to prioritize my thoughts. 
 The front door opened, and Aldo let out a little gasp. His eyes widened for a split second before he turned to me and said very softly, “Jill, I have to confess. Please don’t think less of me.” 
 But before he could confess anything, I heard Jules’ voice down the hallway. 
 “Hello?” She called softly. “Anyone home?” 
 I stood up. “Jules?” I said, nice and loud. 
 No answer. 
 I looked at Aldo. He cleared his throat and motioned for me to sit down again. 
 “It’s okay, Jules,” Aldo called down the hallway. “You can come in. We will tell Jill.” 
 Tell me what? 
 Jules appeared in the kitchen doorway looking more abashed than I had ever seen her. Was she actually turning red, for real?  
 “What’s going on?” I asked. 
 Jules eyed Aldo silently, waiting for him to answer, shifting her weight like a guilty teenager. 
 “Well, you see,” Aldo began slowly. He cleared his throat again. “As you know, Eduardo was put on a diet by his doctor. And the rest of us, we decided to do it with him. We all should be healthier, you know? And we’ve been exercising, of course. But, you see, it’s difficult for me to eat just vegetables and chicken. I need pasta. I need tiramisu. I need wine. I’m Aldo, and I need those things. I’m not skinny Morrie or skinny Artie. I’m Aldo.” 
 I smiled at my grandfather. I could see where this was going.  
 “So Jules has been sneaking you treats?” I asked.  
 Jules walked into the kitchen and placed a grease-soaked white bag on the table. “We haven’t quite gotten the kinks worked out of the system,” she said. “First I was dropping the treats off here in the morning, but then with Holly waking up earlier, that was risky. She was already mad that there wasn’t any junk stocked in the fridge, and if she knew that Aldo was cheating while she was going without, she’d be even madder. Then yesterday I handed the treats to him in a backpack at tai chi, but we never talked about how the backpack would be returned to me for this morning’s delivery. And so now I’m back here delivering the treats and running the risk of a granddaughter finding out.” 
 I tried to stifle a laugh but was completely unsuccessful.  
 “I was wondering why you were acting so weird,” I said to Jules. “Now I get it.”  
 It didn’t explain why she never showed up again last night when we were all in the tasting room acting like pseudo-literary sleuths. Maybe she was just too tired or too worried by the note to come back. But everything else made sense. Seeing her in Aldo’s house the other day, the backpack—it all made sense.  
 “Don’t worry, your secret is safe with me.” I said, patting Aldo’s hand. “I won’t tell anyone, not even Holly. Besides, this is good for her. She needs to learn that she can’t just expect the food she wants to appear in the fridge. She could take the initiative and go to the grocery store on her own.” 
 Aldo smiled. “Ah, it’s baby steps for Holly. She’s waking up early now, so that’s step one. Maybe next she’ll move onto feeding herself.” 
 I grabbed the white bag and looked inside. “Speaking of feeding ourselves, I skipped breakfast this morning. Can I have one of these?” I pulled out the most beautiful chocolate bar I had ever seen and looked back and forth between Jules and Aldo. I didn’t care who gave me permission. Either one of them would do the trick.  
 I think Aldo actually hesitated. But in the end, his love for his middle granddaughter overcame his fervent desire for the beautiful chocolate bar, and he nodded. “Help yourself,” he said. 
 And I did.  
 Jules slipped out before Holly and the boys came back in, Aldo scarfed down a donut on his own while I was on lookout, and then I also slipped out. I left Uni with Aldo at his request. He wanted to take her to morning coffee. He thought his buddies would be impressed that he was taking her for walks on top of all the other exercising they were doing together. 
 So far, it had been another unexpected morning. I had not thought that Aldo would be cheating on his diet or that Jules would be helping him. And I hadn’t thought Sandie Oaks would have ended up with an Edgar Allan Poe note. Even more surprising to me was that Aldo knew about it. How much time was he spending with Sandie these days? Watching play practice in the afternoon while sitting too close, walking in the afternoon, talking about the creepy “Annabel Lee” note—it seemed like they were spending a lot of time together.  
 Could Sandie have a thing for Aldo? Or, even more mind-blowing, could Aldo have a thing for Sandie?  
 After losing his wife all those years ago, really?  
 No.  
 Maybe? 
 I’d have to process that later. There were too many other things going on now. 



 

TWENTY-TWO


 


 

 My grandfather and his growing group of exercise buddies must have changed the time for their afternoon walk because the park was distraction-free when we showed up for play practice. It was just the kids and the three adults in charge—me, Livy, and Esther. Well, sometimes I thought we were semi-adults who were semi-in charge, but hopefully we had the high schoolers fooled into thinking we had it under control.  
 But then, our distraction-free practice turned upside down. 
 Fitts showed up, and he was not looking happy. 
 I wasn’t the first to notice him. I was just starting to get somewhere with Eli. He had almost all his lines in one scene memorized, and all my focus was going into being excited for him. I was so happy and relieved that I was almost ready to do cartwheels, but that happiness and relief evaporated when I heard Gracie calling to Livy across the park. 
 “Livy! Is that the police?” she said. 
 I looked up. Sure enough, Fitts was striding across the park toward us, no doubt on a mission. Once he was within earshot, he cupped his hands around his mouth and called, “I need Victor Zapata. Where is he?” 
 I scanned the park. I had definitely seen Victor earlier, but now he was nowhere in sight. 
 I scrambled to my feet and started over to Fitts. 
 “Not now, D’Angelo,” he said. “I don’t have time for your questions.” 
 I ignored him.  
 “Why do you need Victor? I’ll go find him for you. Is he in trouble?” 
 “You bet your sweet bippy he is.” 
 “My sweet what?” 
 Fitts let out a frustrated groan. “It’s an expression. Where is he?” 
 “I’ll find him.” I scanned the park again for the teenage version of tall, dark, and needs-a-haircut. Still, he was nowhere in sight. But I did spot Livy walking toward us. 
 “Is there a problem?” she asked. 
 “You bet your sweet bippy,” I said. 
 She gave me a sideways look. Apparently she didn’t know what a bippy was either. 
 “What’d Victor do?” Livy asked. “Do we need to call his parents?” 
 Fitts shrugged. “You can do whatever you want, but his parents aren’t my concern right now. I want to know why he wrote that fake note on his script the other day.” 
 “What do you mean, fake note?” Livy asked. 
 “I mean just what I said,” Fitts responded. “That note he ‘found’ in his script,” Fitts was now using air quotes, “was written by him. The handwriting analysis came back. I want to know if he was trying to derail my investigation or just trying to get out of play practice that day.” 
 “It was probably neither,” Livy said. “I bet he was scared about everything that had happened. Three of the four people who found Fleming got notes. He probably thought it looked suspicious that he didn’t get one, so he faked one.” 
 “Yeah, and really, he’s eighteen,” I added. “Kids don’t always think about the ramifications of their actions.” 
 Come to think of it, neither did adults. I was Exhibit A. But I didn’t add that.  
 “Of course kids don’t think,” Fitts said gruffly. “Which is why he might have wanted to mess with my investigation.” 
 Livy and I looked at each other. I didn’t think Fitts really understood what we meant.  
 “But he probably didn’t want to mess with your investigation just to throw you off,” I said. “He probably wanted to cover his butt because he was scared, and any messing with your investigation was just a side effect.” 
 Fitts gave me a raised eyebrow that clearly meant I know more than you. “That’s assuming he didn’t have anything to do with Fleming’s death in the first place.” 
 Livy and I looked at each other again. The more I was around apathetic Victor, the less I thought he could muster the energy or desire to do anything requiring effort. I was pretty sure Livy agreed with me.  
 Movement across the park caught the corner of my eye. I looked toward the two people walking our way. One was definitely Victor. And the other… 
 Was that seriously Dr. Stevens? 
 That man would not go away. Why was he always here? 
 I pointed at the two of them, stifling an annoyed sigh. “Looks like you got your guy,” I said. 
 Fitts’ eyes followed my pointing finger. “Oh yeah,” he said. Then he gave me a crooked smile. “And look, the kid’s with your favorite person, D’Angelo.” 
 It took all my willpower not to cringe.  
 “Hello, Detective,” Dr. Stevens said as he and Victor approached. “We heard you’re looking for Victor. May I ask what the problem is?” 
 Fitts up-nodded at Victor. “He faked that Shakespeare note in his script the other day. I want an explanation for the games he’s been playing ever since Fleming was found.” 
 Dr. Stevens looked at Victor, waiting, just like a father who had been told his son stole something. I half expected Dr. Stevens to say, Victor, son, is this true? 
 But he didn’t. He continued looking at Victor who suddenly found his feet very interesting.  
 “I don’t know why I did it,” Victor finally said. “I just did.” 
 “Come on kid, let’s go,” Fitts said. “We need to find a place to talk.” 
 Fitts started walking toward Via del Corso. Victor glanced at Stevens and then followed, alone. 
 Livy and I immediately protested. 
 “He can’t go by himself,” I said. 
 “He needs an adult with him,” Livy said.  
 “Jill, please,” Dr. Stevens said to me. “Victor isn’t even your student. I need you to stay out of this.” 
 Fitts turned around at Stevens’ words. He looked at my condescending principal, and then he looked at me with another stupid, crooked smile. 
 Yes, yes, I was being reprimanded by my principal in public, and it was oh-so amusing. Sure. I closed my eyes and took a deep breath, hoping the air would push down the impulse to tell Stevens that Victor wasn’t his student either.  
 Fitts walked back toward Stevens. “Look, I don’t have time for his deadbeat parents. He went running to you when he saw me pull up five minutes ago, so you can come along if you want. You’re probably more helpful than those parents anyway.” 
 Stevens nodded and then said to Victor, “Go get your backpack.” As Victor ran off, Stevens turned to Fitts and said, “I just need to let someone know where I’m going.” He pulled out his cell phone and wandered away from us as he tapped on its screen. 
 Once Stevens was out of earshot, Fitts turned to me.  
 “Before I go, just one more thing, D’Angelo,” he said.  
 I waited for him to remind me that this investigation was none of my business, but then his face broke into a huge grin. And I mean his whole face—it was like his cheeks and his eyes and even his chin were grinning at me. 
 “That principal does not like you,” he said, shaking his head and chuckling. “Wow, he does not like you at all.” 
 I pursed my lips. Captain Obvious strikes again. 
 My hands shot to my hips. “That’s not a surprise,” I said. “I already told you that.” 
 “So what’d you do to him?” Fitts asked. “Are you super nosy and try to do his job like you do with me? Because that will put anyone over the edge.” 
 Fitts started walking toward Victor, who was halfway across the park and had just picked up his backpack. Over his shoulder, the detective called, “You know, he really is a nice guy. I’m telling you, just give him a chance.” 
 Livy covered her face with her hands and drew her fingers downward until her eyes were visible. She let out a helpless, perhaps disbelieving, laugh. “What just happened? My brain is going to explode.” 
 I shook my head at my feet, my hands still on my hips. “So Fitts likes my boss, my boss likes Victor, and no one likes me.” 
 Livy sighed. “Well, I love you, and isn’t that all that matters?” She pulled her phone from her back pocket and looked at the screen. As she started tapping on it, she said, “I know Fitts said that Victor’s parents are deadbeats. I don’t know if that’s true, but they probably still need to know what’s going on.” After scrolling through her contacts for a moment, she looked up and scanned the park. “Where’s Esther? I don’t have Victor’s home contact information in my phone, but I bet she has it. Let me take care of that, and then we’ll do our best to salvage the rest of practice. I know the kids will be distracted by what just happened, but we can try.” 
 *** 
 That night, I was back at D’Angelo tasting room with Uni, waiting for Nico to finish at Entonces and sorting out the papers with names and quotes from the night before. Nico was close to hiring a new manager for Entonces, and I hoped I was close to seeing a pattern in the quotes. By the end of the night, maybe we’d both have wrapped up something that had been weighing on us. And then we could celebrate with cheeseburgers from the always-dog-friendly Jada’s Café.  
 “What new information do you have?” Holly said from behind the deserted bar. “Anything?” 
 I shrugged at the papers spread across the floor. “Not much. Victor faked his note, so I guess I can get rid of that quote. But then Sandie Oakes and Dr. Stevens both got cards with Edgar Allan Poe quotes, so I need to add those. I don’t know the details, though. I know the poem was ‘Annabel Lee’ for both of them, but not the specific lines.” 
 “Ah, a poem about lost love,” Holly said.  
 “Yep.” 
 “So sad.” 
 “Yep.” 
 “I don’t think Sandie’s recovered from losing her husband.” 
 I looked over at my sister. Sandie had a husband? “When did that happen?” 
 Holly straightened a row of wine bottles on the counter, her expression thoughtful. “Years ago. Long before you started spending so much time in OV. Maybe about a year after Mom and Dad died. Cancer. I think they had been married about thirty years when he got sick.” 
 I nodded at the papers on the floor and wrote “Annabel Lee” across a blank sheet. The thought of losing a life-long partner made my insides ache. “I can’t even imagine,” I said. 
 “Maybe Dr. Stevens got the same note because he went through something similar,” Holly said. 
 Well, that was a terrible thought. I didn’t wish that upon anyone—not even my boss.  
 I looked at the wall of barrels, my eyes instinctively going to Sonnet 94. “Who would know that about Dr. Stevens and Sandie? And who would be so cruel to taunt them with a heartbreaking poem about lost love?” 

Lilies that fester smell far worse than weeds.

 Whoever sent those notes was a festering lily.  
 “If these notes really are connected to Fleming’s death, we already know how cruel the person responsible can be,” Holly said. 
 I felt my heart breaking for Sandie. She had lost her husband years ago, but I hadn’t known about it, and I couldn’t stop thinking about it now. 
 “Have you noticed Aldo and Sandie hanging around more lately? I mean, she’s been watching play practice with him and joining in some of the exercise sessions with the Council of Elders. I don’t remember she and Aldo being such good friends before this week.” 
 “It’s been a unique week,” Holly said.  
 “Do you think she might be interested in him? Like maybe she’s ready to find love again?” 
 “She’s not interested in Aldo.” 
 “You sound so certain.” I gave my sister a suspicious look. What did she know? 
 “It’s just been a unique week, that’s all,” Holly said. “They both like plays, they both like seeing kids involved in school stuff, and they both need exercise. I think that’s it.” 
 Holly was definitely certain.  
 But I still wasn’t so certain. 
 After a long moment of silence, I asked, “Do you think Aldo will ever date again? I mean, his wife died before we were even born, and we’ve never seen him with a girlfriend. Do you think that’s by choice?” 
 Holly sighed. “Well,” she began. 
 But she never got to express the thought on her mind because just then my phone rang. I looked at it sitting next to me on the floor. Hunter was calling. 
 Hunter? He never called me. He probably hadn’t even texted me five times, ever.  
 “Hold that thought,” I said, picking up the phone. “Hunter’s calling.” 
 “Hunter?” Holly said as I connected the call. Apparently she was just as surprised as I was. 
 “Hey, Hunter,” I said. 
 “Jill, have you seen Livy? She texted me earlier about going to the hardware store after play practice, and she’s not back yet. She’s not answering her phone, either.” 
 I pulled my phone away from my ear to look at the time displayed on its screen. It was after eight o’clock. Play practice ended more than three hours ago. That did seem like a long time to spend at the hardware store, especially without a follow up text saying, hey, I’ll be a little later than planned. Livy was pretty good about things like that.  
 “I haven’t seen her,” I said slowly. As the words came, an overwhelming sense of dread clenched my stomach. 



 

TWENTY-THREE


 


 

 Livy did not answer the phone when I called her. She did not answer when Holly called. And when we got ahold of Stella and had her call Livy, she did not answer Stella’s call. 
 I was trying not to worry about my friend being MIA. Chances were that she was out running errands and lost track of time. Maybe she put her phone on silent for play practice and forgot to switch it back, so she didn’t know people were calling. Or maybe her phone battery was dead.  
 Any of those possibilities were feasible. Probable, even. We were all on edge after Fleming’s death and the creepy notes, but Livy being late was a totally separate issue. There wasn’t a connection. There couldn’t be a connection.  

I’m going to see if she’s still at the hardware store, Hunter texted me after I sent him a message about being unable to reach her.  

Okay. Let me know, I texted back.  
 It was a dumb response. Of course he’d let me know.  
 The closest hardware store was probably a four-minute drive from Otto Viti. If Hunter needed two or three minutes to grab his keys and head out, four minutes to drive, and then maybe another two or three minutes to look around, that meant we’d probably hear back within ten minutes. Hopefully. 
 I paced the tasting room, unable to concentrate on all the papers with names and quotes still scattered across the floor. Uni followed me the first three times across the room and then opted to sit and watch me pace.  
 My phone rang. I glanced at the screen before answering it. 
 “Hey Jules,” I said once the call connected. 
 “Hey, I’m with Amy. You’re on speaker.” 
 I tapped a button on my phone to turn on the speaker option as well. Walking toward my sister at the bar, I said, “I’m with Holly. You’re on speaker, too.” 
 “Did you talk to Hunter?” Jules asked. 
 “Yes. He’s going to the hardware store to look for Livy.” 
 “Right,” Jules said. “Amy and I are going to start at this end of the street and go door to door asking if anyone has seen Livy lately. Or see if maybe she’s visiting someone down here and we didn’t realize.” 
 “Good idea,” Holly said, leaning over the bar toward the phone. “Jill and I will go to the other end of the street and do the same.” 
 “Okay, talk soon,” Jules said.  
 As I disconnected the call, Holly said, “You head down the street, and I’ll lock up here. I’ll call Stella with an update and meet you in a couple minutes.” 
 I nodded and went straight for the door, stepping over all the papers without bothering to pick them up. Uni pranced alongside me.  
 Outside, the air was cool, and there were more people walking up and down the street than I would have expected for late March after eight o’clock. I broke into a jog, Uni trotting right at my side. Wearing jeans and a D’Angelo Winery shirt, I clearly wasn’t dressed for exercise—but if I jogged, the chances of someone stopping me to chat went down dramatically. 
 Entonces was not technically at the end of the street, but I stopped there first to tell Nico what was going on. When I pushed through the front doors, he and Elita looked up from where they were having what looked like a tense conversation at the bar. 
 “Have either of you seen Livy in the last couple hours or so?” I said, slightly out of breath. 
 They both shook their heads.  
 I knew it had been wishful thinking, but I had hoped one of them would say yes and have a perfectly reasonable explanation about where Livy was. Maybe Livy had been showing Elita’s mom how to use a new hair treatment, and Elita could point me in their direction. Or maybe Livy had been asking Nico advice on what to get Hunter for his birthday and then had gone shopping. That was really a stretch, especially since I had no idea when Hunter’s birthday was, but I would have been happy with any explanation. 
 I relayed to them what Hunter had told me about being unable to find Livy. Elita, ever the drama queen, gasped repeatedly while clutching her chest. Nico remained stony faced. Just as I finished getting them up to speed, Holly pushed through the front door. 
 “I knew I’d find you here,” she said, heaving. She must have jogged down the street, too, which was a big deal for Holly since she rarely exercised. “I just got off the phone with Stella. She and Jason were at home, but they’re going to drop the boys off at Aldo’s and then come help us look for Livy.” 
 My phone buzzed in my pocket. I pulled it out and saw a message from Hunter. It had also gone to Jules.  

Her car is in the parking lot but she’s not in the store. I had someone page her over the intercom and no response. I could see her phone in her car. This is too out of character. I’m going to call the police.

 I looked up. “Livy’s car is at the hardware store but she isn’t,” I said. 
 Elita gasped again and grabbed the bar as though trying to keep from falling over. I ignored her and focused on Nico. 
 “Is your car in the lot at the end of the street?” 
 He nodded. 
 “Can we drive down to the Old Everly Place? Just, you know, because.” 
 He nodded again. 
 I turned to Holly. “You and Stella and Jason can start going door to door down at this end of the street once they get here.” 
 “I want to come,” Elita said. 
 I didn’t reply. I hoped she meant that she wanted to go with Holly. Because she wasn’t going with me and Nico. And if she wanted to go with Holly, that was Holly’s problem. 
 Nico handed Elita a set of keys from his pocket. “Lock up.” 
 With that, he crossed the tasting room toward the exit, Uni and me on his heels.  
 We walked most of the way to the parking lot in silence. Once we got in the Explorer, I asked, “Do you remember where this place is?” I hadn’t been paying much attention to Ashlyn’s directions the night that the girls took us to Fleming, and the wine probably hadn’t helped either.  
 “Yes,” Nico said. “It’s not far.” 
 “Do you think we’re overreacting?” 
 “I hope so.” 
 “I don’t really think that she’s at the Old Everly Place,” I said. “But with everything else going on, this is just for peace of mind.” 
 Nico nodded, and for the hundredth time since Hunter called me, I had that terrible sinking feeling in my stomach. We lapsed into silence again. Nico grabbed my hand and squeezed it. 
 We parked in the same spot we parked last time. But unlike last time, there were two other cars there. As we drove up, I almost couldn’t comprehend it. Other cars? Why would anyone be at the Old Everly Place on a Thursday night after dark, especially just days after a body was found there?  
 I tried not to let panic overtake me. I had wanted to check out the Old Everly Place for peace of mind—to make sure that nothing fishy was going on right after Livy disappeared. And yet, there were two cars. Something fishy really could be going on there. 
 No way.  
 “Let’s take Uni with us,” Nico said as we got out. 
 I went around to the back and opened the hatch to the cargo area. Uni may not have been a fully-grown, fully-trained dog, but her senses were still better than ours in the dark. And when she barked, which wasn’t often, she sounded way bigger and scarier than she was. 
 She jumped right out and immediately sniffed around. I wished she was one of those dogs that could sniff a piece of clothing and then find the person it belonged to. We were a long way from her being able to do that. 
 Nico and I turned on the flashlights on our phones and swept the lights back and forth across the field.  
 Uni barked and then made a beeline for the dilapidated house. We followed her. She didn’t go inside, which somehow took my anxiety down a notch. Instead she pranced around to the back. We continued to follow, still sweeping the flashlights across the space in front of us.  
 Sitting on the back porch steps were the three girls who had found Fleming’s body less than a week before.  
 “Sophia! Girls!” I said, stunned. “What are you doing here?”  
 In the dim light from our cell phones, I couldn’t tell if the girls looked guilty, scared, or both. They stood and rushed over to us. 
 “We can’t find Livy!” Ashlyn said. “She’s gone!” 
 “We know,” I said. “We’re looking for her, too. Why are you three sitting back here?” 
 “It’s Esther,” Sophia said. She looked just seconds away from bursting into tears. “She and Livy were supposed to meet tonight to talk about building the stage, but Livy never showed up. So Esther called me and asked if I had seen Livy in OV since I live just across the street. She thought maybe Livy had forgotten about the meeting and didn’t have her phone. But I hadn’t seen Livy, so we,” Sophia pointed to her friends, “decided to meet Esther and look for her.” 
 I nodded, urging her on.  
 “We were all afraid something bad happened, so we came here first. We split up. Us three took half of the wooded area back there.” She pointed off into the darkness. “And then Esther and her—oh!” 
 Uni barked, cutting off Sophia’s sentence and making the poor teenager jump and yelp. I swung my flashlight toward Uni and saw her jaunting off toward the woods, much further to the left than where Sophia had been pointing. 
  “Stay here,” Nico said, starting off after Uni. He must have just meant the girls because he didn’t protest when I followed. 
 “We were supposed to meet back at the house ten minutes ago,” Ashlyn called after us.  
 Ten minutes was a long time. As I caught up to Nico, I hoped Esther wasn’t in trouble now.
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 Only ten or fifteen steps into the woods, Uni stopped at the edge of a dried up, brambly ravine. She looked both ways and then froze, her head turned left. From that direction came the sounds of leaves rustling and twigs snapping. Nico and I both trained our flashlights on the area. 
 “Hello?” he called. 
 Something was moving in the brambles.  
 “I tripped and hurt my ankle,” a voice cried. 
 It was Esther, crawling out of the ravine. 
 Nico and I rushed to her.  
 “Are you okay?” I asked, helping her to her feet. 
 I could tell that she wasn’t. She had dried grass in her hair and dirt smudged on her face. And, of course, she had already told us that she hurt her ankle.   
 “Uhhh,” she moaned. 
 Uni barked. Then she barked again and again. And again. With a growl and another string of barks, she jumped into the ravine and disappeared.  
 “Jill, get Esther to the girls,” Nico said. I’m following Uni.” He disappeared into the ravine as well. 
 I wrapped my arm around Esther’s waist and tried to support her weight as she limped through the woods toward the Old Everly Place. Once we reached the clearing between the woods and the old farmhouse, I called to the girls. “Ashlyn, Sophia! Gracie! I have Esther. Come help her!” 
 I heard gasps and then feet pounding the ground. As soon as I handed Esther off to them, I sprinted through the woods to the ravine, following the sound of Uni’s barking. In the darkness, I felt so disoriented. I could only hope Uni’s bark would continue to get louder, meaning that I was getting closer. Behind me, one of the girls was saying where’s your…, but I didn’t catch the rest of the question as I stepped into the downward-sloping bramble. 
 “Jill!” Nico yelled. “I need help! We found her!” 
 Relief and fear exploded in my gut. Relief because they found her. Fear because she couldn’t have been in good shape if Nico needed help.  
 “Is she okay?” I yelled back, trying to make my way faster through the dried brush toward his voice.  
 “She’s breathing,” he said.  
 I cut through two extra-prickly shrubs and saw a small open area. Just on the other side of it, Livy lay on the ground, half covered by more shrubs. Nico crouched next to her, taking her pulse. Uni sniffed her forehead. 
 I ran to her and dropped to my knees. Her eyes were closed, half hidden by the bangs she was growing out.  
 “Livy? Liv?” I gently shook her shoulder. Her skin was warm to the touch—hot, even. “Livy?”  
 No response.  
 I looked at Nico, feeling totally lost. “What do we do?” 
 “I think we need to get her out of here,” he said.  
 That was going to be tricky. The ravine wasn’t too deep—we were probably only six or seven feet down—but the sides were steep enough that I imagined needing my hands to climb out.  
 Awkwardly, we pulled her into a sitting position and then wrapped her arms around our shoulders. From there, we managed to get her to her feet. She was all dead weight. Neither of us could hold a cell phone flashlight while supporting her, so moving in the dark felt even slower than it already was. When we reached the slope upward, I yelled to the girls, hoping they’d be able to hear me. 
 “Sophia! We found her—call 911!” 
 A couple seconds later we heard running feet.  
 “Where are you?” one of them asked. I think it was Sophia.  
 “Stay there,” Nico called to them as we took slow, measured steps upward. “We’ll come to you. It’s too dark and dangerous for you to come down.” 
 Livy mumbled, but I couldn’t make out her words.  
 “What was that?” I said. “Livy, what happened?” Already feeling breathless from trying to support her and climb out of the ravine, I barely got the questions out.  
 She mumbled again. 
 “Did you understand her?” This time I was speaking to Nico. “Did you get that?” 
 “No,” he said. 
 “Thou art as wise as thou art beautiful,” she mumbled, now loud enough for me to hear. “Out of this wood do not desire to go.” 
 We were getting close to the top rim of the ravine—close enough for Sophia and Gracie to help pull Livy out. Further back, Ashlyn had her cell phone flashlight aim at Esther’s ankle, which looked like it was bent at an unnatural angle. 
 “Thou shalt remain here, whether thou wilt or no,” Livy continued mumbling. “I am a spirit of no common rate. The summer still doth tend upon my state.” 
 “I called 911,” Sophia said as we lowered Livy to the ground. “What is she saying? What is she talking about?” 
 “And I do love thee. Therefore, go with me. I’ll give thee fairies to attend on thee.” 
 I looked at my dear friend on the ground, her eyes still closed. If I hadn’t just found her in a ravine, I would have thought she was talking in her sleep.  
 “I think she’s reciting lines from A Midsummer Night’s Dream.” I looked toward Nico. “Should we move her closer to the street to wait for the police?” I asked. 
 “I don’t think so,” he said. “We don’t know if she’s hurt, and we shouldn’t move her unnecessarily if she is. They can come to her.” 
 Behind me, Uni barked at the ravine. She paced back and forth at its edge and barked again. 
 Just then, sirens in the distance began their crescendo, the wails growing louder by the second.  
 “And they shall fetch thee jewels from the deep,” Livy mumbled, “And sing while thou on pressed flowers dost sleep.” 
 “Call Hunter,” Nico said to me. 
 *** 
 After we called Hunter and watched Livy whisked off to the hospital in an ambulance, I told the teenagers to call their moms and have them meet us at the hospital. The girls all seemed too shaken to drive, and Esther couldn’t drive with her hurt leg, so Nico drove everyone. They’d just have to go back to the Old Everly Place later to get their cars. Luckily our house was on the way to the hospital because it only took an extra thirty seconds to drop off Uni. 
 No one spoke as Nico drove. I texted my friends that we found Livy. They could call off the door-to-door search, but now they had a more-daunting task: letting the OV businesses know that Livy was found but did not need visitors at the hospital. 
 For the second time in less than a week, Nico and I found ourselves relaying a terrible story to Detective Fitts over and over—and then relaying it to the teenage girls’ moms, Athena and Jada. Last time was at the police station, this time was in the hospital waiting room, and next time hopefully would never come. 
 Esther was treated for a sprained ankle and some gashes on her arms, legs, and head. I half expected that she had broken a bone in her foot or leg, but either I had imagined its strange angle at the Old Everly Place or I was just so freaked out that I automatically expected the worst. Nico offered to drive Esther home, but she had already asked a friend to pick her up. I almost asked if it was a boyfriend, but I just didn’t have the energy to tease a shy girl about boys after the night’s events. Plus, I was supposed to be past the point of waggling my eyebrows at young twenty-somethings and asking about boys, even if it would be fun to find out the details under normal circumstances.  
 I hoped we’d be able to see Livy after Fitts finished talking to each of us. It didn’t look like that was going to happen, but I wanted to wait and see. Hunter was allowed to see her and the doctor, and at the very least I wanted to wait until he came back with an update. Jada and Athena gathered up their daughters about midnight and took them home. I wondered if the girls would go to school tomorrow. I didn’t ask. It wasn’t important.  
 Hunter reappeared in the waiting room shortly after the girls left with their mothers. He looked exhausted yet relieved.  
 “She’s going to be okay,” he said, sitting in a chair across from us. “She was probably drugged. They’re going to keep her overnight, and I think we’ll know more in the morning.” 

Drugged.  
 Just hearing the word made me feel nauseated. I couldn’t fathom why anyone would drug Livy. 
 No one spoke for a long moment. Hunter leaned his forearms on his knees and dropped his head.  
 “I’m worried that it could have been belladonna extract,” he said finally. He lifted his head toward us. “Earlier this week a bottle of it went missing. We realized it the day after the high schoolers found the Romeo and Juliet quote written in their scripts, and Livy was really upset about it.” 
 “Was that the stockroom issue she told me about?” I asked. 
 Hunter nodded. “She needed the belladonna to make a topical headache remedy, and it was gone. It could have been gone for a long time for all we knew because she doesn’t use it often. But discovering that it was missing right after the Romeo and Juliet quote shook her up.” 
 It took a second for me to dig into my stores of Romeo and Juliet knowledge. I hadn’t taught the play recently, but back in the cobwebs of my mind, I knew Hunter was alluding to a connection between the play and the belladonna. 
 “Because,” I said slowly, “people have speculated that belladonna was the drug that Juliet took to fake her death?” 
 Hunter nodded at his feet. “And we never did find the bottle.” He took a deep breath. “I think the high school play should be cancelled. Or at least postponed until we find out what happened to the drama teacher and what happened to Livy. It seems like someone doesn’t want this play happening, and I can’t see a reason to continue with it.” 
 He was right. Someone did not want the Temecula Hills drama group to continue in its present form. Maybe there was more to it than that, but at the very least, the play had to stop. We couldn’t put anyone else in danger. 
 “I agree,” I said. 
 “Livy’s not going to like that,” Hunter said, “but I think she’ll understand. And once the person responsible for all this is caught, you can do the play.”  
 Again, he was right. Thoughts of the notecard sent to Livy blew across my mind, and before I could keep the words from coming, I said, “Though she be but little she is fierce. In the modern sense, of course.” 
 I was getting really tired if I was quoting Shakespeare, even if it did seem fitting. 
 “You two should head home,” Hunter said. “Nothing else is going to happen here tonight. I’ll call or text you in the morning with an update.” 
 “I can stay,” I said. “I don’t have to be up early for anything. I’m helping at the winery in the afternoon, but that’s it.” 
 Hunter forced a smile. “You need sleep, too. I’ll be fine here.” 
 I didn’t argue. Hunter looked too tired to argue with me, and really he might have just wanted to be alone. Nico and I said goodbye and zigzagged our way to the hospital exit. Neither of us spoke. We were just too tired.  
 Hopefully in the morning we’d have some answers about Livy’s state. And hopefully everything would look clearer in general. Hopefully. 
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Green with Envy


By Lucy Argyle


Not even a week ago, Temecula Hills High School teacher Marcus Fleming was found starved to death at an old, condemned farmhouse called the Old Everly Place. He suffered the kind of death that no one deserves, and sadly, there’s been little discussion of how to celebrate his life since his passing was discovered. After all those years teaching both drama and English students at Temecula Hills, you’d think that of the hundreds of students whose lives were touched by Mr. Fleming maybe just one of them would find it in their hearts to organize a memorial.


But no.


Not one memorial has taken place to celebrate Marcus Fleming’s life. Not even the students currently taking classes with him have stepped up. Instead, they’ve added insult to injury by going onward with their play—even without the school’s backing—like they’ve completely erased his existence.


But erasing his existence isn’t enough for those forging on with the drama program, which of course is being spearheaded by a local OV resident, washed-up has-been small-time actress Livy Green. No, Fleming can’t be the last person whose story is associated with the Old Everly Place. That story can’t have its due recognition. Instead, it has to be replace by another frightening event. 


Have you heard? Last night that washed-up drama substitute, Livy Green, went missing. Where’d she turn up hours later? In the ravine behind the Old Everly Place. She was delirious, mumbling incoherencies. Allegedly, she ingested some herbs for pain relief, but either she doesn’t know her herbs (Watch out! She sells them in her OV store, Mortar and Pestle!) or she was quite careless in taking something without realizing it. 


Of all places to end up. The Old Everly Place? Will the people of OV ever stop wanting to steal the spotlight?


Please, no more drama. No more attention-seeking fueled by envy. Let the poor man be laid to rest in peace. 


No more.

 *** 
 No way.  

No way.

 I stared at my phone, scrolling back through the online article so I could read it again. Jules had texted me first thing in the morning about it, and I just couldn’t wrap my head around what Lucy had done. There were so many layers of wrong, I didn’t know where to begin. 
 Wasn’t Lucy freaked out by the note she got about wasps and hornets? Maybe she wanted to prove that she did take a stand, unlike the people in Dante’s Inferno who were locked out of Hell because of apathy. I couldn’t see how this did the trick, though. Yes, she was sticking up for Fleming, but she had to twist facts and put other people down to stick up for him. To me, this was more of the same from her. She accused the people of OV of being attention-seeking and dramatic, but in doing so, her article was attention-seeking and dramatic itself. And that meant she wasn’t doing anything for the greater good. 
 But then again, maybe she wasn’t trying to prove anything. Maybe she didn’t care at all about what our creepy mystery note writer thought. 
 Even so, I couldn’t figure out why she was attacking Livy personally. It was one thing to attack all of OV—or even someone like my grandfather who had been a leader in the area. But attacking someone who was just trying to help kids out during a hard time? Someone who was recovering in the hospital as that article was written and published? 
 There was something very wrong with Lucy. I started texting Jules that exact thought when a message came through from Hunter. 

Livy’s doing a lot better. She’ll be released today.

 Simultaneously, all my muscles relaxed. I hadn’t realized they were so tense, but it wasn’t that surprising given how stressful the last couple days had been. 

Thank goodness! I typed back. Are visitors allowed today?


Yes, he responded. Come after 8. I think she’ll be less grumpy by then.

 Grumpy. That was understandable. At least she wasn’t scared or panicked. In fact, grumpy meant she was back to her normal feisty self.  
 Then I would plan on being there shortly after eight. There was just enough time for me to go for a quick run and get a shower.  
 On the way to the hospital, I thought more about Lucy Argyle’s terrible article. She had said Livy ingested herbs that disoriented her. Was she referencing the belladonna in a roundabout way? And if she was, how did she know? 
 Lucy couldn’t have been at the hospital eavesdropping on us last night. Could she have been? It was either that or someone told her about the belladonna. The only other person who would have known about it was the person who stole it from Livy in the first place. Probably. 
 But why? 
 I remembered back to the drowning at our winery about six months ago. The person who knew the truth about what happened that night had spoken with Lucy, hoping she’d publish something to throw the investigation off track. Maybe something similar had happened here.  
 There was one way to find out. I could track Lucy down and ask her. After all, she had tracked me down to ask about the Dante quotes. There was no reason I couldn’t do the same to her. 
 Except, of course, that I didn’t want to talk to her. 
 But if I put that aside, there was no reason I couldn’t do the same. 
 I walked through the hospital doors just after eight o’clock, and the kind woman at the reception desk pointed me in the right direction. Within a minute, I was up the elevator, down the hall, and walking into Livy’s room.  
 I wasn’t quite sure what I expected. Maybe because she had been so groggy and helpless the night before I imagined her being weak and tired this morning. 
 But no.  
 She was sitting in the hospital bed, eyes shooting daggers at Detective Fitts, who was sitting in the only chair next to the bed. 
 “Hey,” I said approaching her side. There was still an IV in her arm, so I surmised that her release wasn’t coming right away. With all those cords surrounding her, I didn’t want to attempt a hug and risk jostling her. So I settled for squeezing her shoulder and smiling. “You hanging in there?” 
 “I’ll be better once Hunter’s back with my coffee,” she said. 
 “D’Angelo,” Fitts said. “I really need to talk with Miss Green—” 
 Livy interrupted him with a snort of disgust and an eye roll.  
 Apparently, she didn’t like being addressed as Miss Green. 
 “Can you give us a couple minutes?” he continued. 
 “Why don’t you give us a couple minutes?” Livy said. “I’ll talk to you after I talk to my friend.” 
 Fitts pushed himself up from the chair, slowly, like he was fighting against a deep-set fatigue in his muscles. “Okay,” he said, starting across the room. “I’m going to get some coffee.” Stopping in the doorway and looking over his shoulder toward us, he added, “Want anything?” 
 “No, thanks,” I said. 
 Livy didn’t respond. Fitts waited an extra second in case she chimed in. When she didn’t, he disappeared down the hall. 
 “That man is such an oaf,” Livy muttered, eyes on the doorway.  
 I smiled, hoping that it looked sympathetic. Fitts had annoyed me plenty in the past, but I had yet to see annoying behavior today. Telling me that he wanted to talk to Livy alone wasn’t unreasonable. Asking if we wanted coffee wasn’t unreasonable. But maybe I had missed him acting like a pain in the rear before I got there. 
 “How did he get to be a detective?” she continued. “And how does he solve cases? He asks so many questions, and they are totally irrelevant.” 
 I didn’t even want to know. 
 “And he gets irritated when I ask why he’s asking dumb questions. If he didn’t ask dumb questions in the first place, I wouldn’t have to point it out to him. He brings it upon himself.” 
 I still didn’t want to know. 
 Hunter had mentioned earlier that Livy was grumpy. He hadn’t been exaggerating. 
 Livy sighed. “I probably just need coffee. It’s been a long night.” 
 “So are you feeling okay?” I asked. “Aside from Detective Fitts annoying you, are you doing all right?”  
 “I guess.” She looked at the ceiling. “I don’t remember what happened. I’ve been told that I went to a hardware store and disappeared after that. I don’t remember a hardware store, and of course I don’t remember disappearing afterward. I don’t even know why I’d be at a hardware store. I wasn’t planning to tackle the stage issue for another two weeks. I even marked it in my calendar.” She tried to sit up straighter and looked at me. “So what happened from your perspective? Hunter said you and Nico found me. What’d you see?” 
 I recounted what I remembered from the night before. I had repeated it so many times to Fitts and the teenagers’ moms that I practically had it memorized. Livy listened intently, her face remaining expressionless the whole time. When I finished the part about how she had recited lines from A Midsummer Night’s Dream while we got her out of the ravine, she looked toward the window. 
 “I wonder if I thought I was dying,” she said so softly that I could barely hear. “That scene meant a lot to me when I was younger.” She looked back at me and shook her head. Louder, she added, “Long story.” 
 “Knock, knock, I’m back,” Fitts said while walking into the room. He held a coffee cup in each hand and held one toward me. “Here.” 
 “Thanks,” I said, taking the cup from him. That was nice, even if I had said I didn’t want anything. 
 “How did you get back here before Hunter?” Livy asked. 
 “Keep your socks on, he’s got your coffee,” Fitts said. “He’s just out in the hallway talking to a doctor.” Fitts walked around to the other side of the hospital bed and sat in the chair. He placed his coffee on a side table and picked up the tablet that he had left there. He flipped open the cover, his eyes flicking toward us before launching an app. “Do you have the energy to answer a couple more questions, Miss Green?” he asked. 
 “Yes,” she answered. Then to me, she said, “Can you go tell Hunter to hurry up?” 
 I nodded and stepped outside the door, nearly running into Hunter. Luckily, his reflexes were faster than mine and he sidestepped before I rammed into the coffees he held. 
 “Yikes, sorry,” I said.  
 “Don’t worry about it,” he said, taking two steps backward and dropping his voice. “Hey, do you have a second?” 
 I stepped toward him, also dropping my voice. “Yeah, what’s going on?” 
 “Two things. First, can you make sure everyone knows play practice is cancelled today—and maybe indefinitely?’ 
 “Yes.” 
 “Thanks. And second, did you see the article in today’s paper?” 
 “Unfortunately, the answer to that is also yes.”  
 “You didn’t mention it to Livy, did you?” 
 I shook my head. “No. And I doubt anyone would—not on purpose, at least.” 
 Hunter glanced at the door. “She’s going to be so mad. But I have to tell her about it sooner than later or she’ll be even madder that it was kept from her.” 
 No doubt. I did not envy Hunter being the bearer of bad news. 
 “Do you think Lucy meant the belladonna when she said Livy took herbs for pain relief?” I asked. 
 “I don’t know how she’d know that.” 
 “Hey,” Fitts said, appearing in the doorway. He looked right past me to Hunter and pointed over his shoulder into the room. “We need you in here.” 
 Before Fitts could go back inside, I said, “Do you have a quick second?” I beckoned him to step closer. “I have a question.” 
 Fitts joined us, his facial expression telling me that I literally had a quick second to ask my question. 
 “Do you think Lucy knew about the belladonna when she wrote this morning’s article?” I said. 
 “I don’t know what she knew when she wrote that article,” he said.  
 “Can we call her and find out?” 
 “No, we can’t call her, D’Angelo.” 
 I knew he meant that I was supposed to stay out of it. There was no we here. He was the only one who should be making calls like that. But I persisted. 
 “Then can I call her? What’s her number?” 
 Fitts shook his head. “Look, I don’t have time for this. I’ve already told you to stay out of the way. Now stay out of the way.” 
 Before I could blink, he had rounded the corner into the hospital room. 
 Hunter looked at me. “You could call the newspaper and ask to speak with her,” he said. 
 Then he too disappeared into the hospital room. 
 Yep, I could do that. 
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 “Hi Lucy,” I said into my phone after her voicemail greeting prompted me to speak. “This is Jill D’Angelo. My friend—the one you called an attention-seeking, washed-up has-been—is recovering in the hospital after being nearly poisoned to death last night. Your article stated that she allegedly ingested pain relief herbs. I’d like to know where you got that information. On a completely unrelated note, I might be able to make those traffic tickets from the other night disappear.” 
 I left my cell phone number and hung up. 
 I probably couldn’t make those traffic tickets disappear, but I had to get her to call me back. She wasn’t going to call me without incentive. And maybe if she gave me a clue that led to unraveling the mystery I’d ask Fitts to forget the tickets. Maybe.  
 Bridges. They were meant to be crossed when we came to them. 
 And hopefully not burned in the process. 
 *** 
 I walked into the lobby of Hathaway House, immediately feeling at home. Sandie may have spent decades of her professional life enlightening students about the literary treasures of America’s nineteenth century, but Hathaway House told the story of her secret passion: Renaissance England. Inside the bed and breakfast, dark wood beams crossed the ceiling. Ornate moldings created patterned designs across the slightly-yellowish walls, and equally ornate tables and chairs provided ample seating for guests enjoying their afternoon wine.  
 At home, I preferred modern furniture with simple, clean lines. But I loved walking into Hathaway House and somehow feeling like I had been transported back four hundred years. 
 Sandie sat behind the gilded reception desk. She looked up as I entered. I waved and smiled as I crossed the room. 
 “Jill, hello,” she said, matching my smile as I sat in the chair across from her. “How’re you doing?” 
 She wasn’t just making small talk. From her tone, she clearly knew what had happened to Livy and was wondering how I really was doing. 
 “I’m not sure,” I said honestly. “I can’t wrap my head around what happened to Livy. Or all the other things that have happened, really.” 
 “Time to cancel the play, I think,” Sandie said. 
 I nodded. 
 “I need to ask you something,” I said, my voice dropping as I leaned forward. “I heard you got one of those notes with a poem quote. And I heard it might have been ‘Annabel Lee.’ Would you mind telling me what lines were quoted?”   
 Sandie hesitated. Her eyes floated over my head as though she needed inspiration from the wall moldings to answer. “Well, Jill, it was ‘Annabel Lee.’ And just like you’re having trouble wrapping your head around what happened to Livy, I’m having trouble with the poem.” 
 “Lost love?” I asked. 
 “Yes, lost love, yes.” Sandie’s eyes continued to float. “I find it troubling that someone sent me lines from an Edgar Allan Poe poem, especially after Marcus Fleming was found dead in a manner akin to ‘The Cask of Amontillado.’ But ‘Annabel Lee’ is a poem that could be sweet and beautiful. It starts off talking about a love so strong that even the angels are jealous. Perhaps hyperbole, but isn’t that the kind of love most people spend their lives seeking?” Her eyes dropped to mine. “That’s the kind of love I had with my husband, Alton. And if I had been sent lines about love that couldn’t even be found in the heavens above, maybe I’d think the sender was reminding me of something wonderful.” 
 “But no?” I asked. “That’s not what was sent?” 
 She shook her head. “No. The sender went with the unsettling ending that only Edgar Allan Poe would throw into an otherwise heartbreakingly-lovely poem. ‘And so, all the night-tide, I lie down by the side of my darling…’” She looked away and swallowed hard, like she couldn’t finish the thought and might even be fighting back emotions.  
 “In the tomb by the sea,” I supplied, paraphrasing. I couldn’t remember the exact wording, but I knew what Sandie was getting at. It was one thing to love someone beyond words. It was another thing for that love to turn into obsession and denial—and sleeping next to the deceased loved one. It upset Sandie that anyone would link her lost love to something obsessive and demented.  
 “The lines were meant to be cruel,” I said. “They don’t represent your feelings for Alton. But they’re troubling, in part because they’re close to the lines that do ring true—the lines about love so strong that even angels are jealous.” 
 Sandie nodded, and the look of overwhelmed emotion cleared from her face just as quickly as it came. “Perhaps,” she said.  
 Her response was non-committal, but I felt kindness, and maybe even gratitude, in her tone. And it was that kind, maybe even grateful, tone that spurred me on. I leaned in and dropped my voice.  
 “I heard that someone else received quotes from ‘Annabel Lee’ as well,” I said. My statement was vague and open-ended on purpose, and hopefully her response would guide the conversation wherever it needed to go next.  
 “Yes. Andrew Stevens. He’s the principal at your school, isn’t he?” 
 I nodded. “Do you know the lines?” 
 “They were the same as mine.” 
 I leaned back. It was time for my eyes to float over Sandie’s head, looking for answers in the wall moldings. “Why?” 
 The question was rhetorical, mostly because I hadn’t meant to say it aloud. 
 “I think whoever sent these notes—it’s unnerving how much they know about us,” Sandie said.  
 My eyes dropped to her. Was she implying that Dr. Stevens had experienced ‘Annabel Lee’-level loss? And what did Sandie know of his loss? 
 I didn’t ask. Too awkward. Instead, I went with what was more important at the moment. I hoped, at least. 
 “I think nearly everyone who’s gotten a note has been somehow connected to Fleming or his drama program. Why would you and Dr. Stevens get notes?” 
 Sandie looked away and took a deep breath. Just as I thought she might offer an answer, the bell above Hathaway House’s entrance jangled and two tourists walked in, their new-arrival status evidenced by their sandals-with-socks footwear and tightly-clutched wine tasting brochures. 
 Darn. I knew what that meant. My conversation with Sandie was about to be filed away as to-be-continued.  
 “You’re busy,” I said, standing. “I’ll get out of your hair. Thank you for sharing with me.” 
 Sandie rose as well. “Before you go, Jill, I did want to tell you that Dr. Stevens does care deeply about education and his students’ well-being.” 
 I almost sputtered an incredulous guffaw, but I stifled it. I was sure he thought he cared deeply about education. It was cute that he somehow had convinced Sandie of the same. 
 I nodded and left. 
 Time for a break. I needed to get my mind off Fleming’s death and all that had followed. 
 As I crossed Via del Corso toward Amy’s coffee shop, my phone rang. I pulled it from my back pocket and looked at the unfamiliar number displayed on the screen. Maybe it was Lucy. Maybe my comment about the traffic tickets had done the trick.  
 So much for taking my mind off Fleming and all that had followed. 
 I braced myself for an unpleasant conversation with one of my least favorite people. 
 “Hello,” I said, trying for my best all-business voice. 
 “Jill? This is Esther, from the play.” 
 “Oh.” I dropped my all-business tone. Darn. I hadn’t been looking forward to speaking with Lucy, but I was sort of disappointed that I wasn’t about to get the hard conversation over with. “Hi Esther. How are you feeling?” 
 “I’m okay,” she said. “Still a little shaken, but I came to school anyway. I figured that was better than hanging around home and fixating on last night.” 
 “How’s your ankle?” 
 “Not great. But I have my crutches, so I’ll make it through the day.” 
 In the background, the school bell rang.  
 “Oh, I better make this quick. The break between classes is almost over,” she said, suddenly sounding hurried. “I’m kind of in a jam and need to ask a favor.” 
 “Sure. What’s up?” 
 “My friend drove me to work this morning, but I just found out he won’t be able to pick me up. Could you maybe pick me up after school and take me over to the Old Everly Place to get my car? It’s still there after everything that happened last night. Normally I’d ask another teacher here to help me out, but then I’d have to explain what happened, and I really don’t want to get into it.” 
 “No problem.” I mentally readjusted my afternoon plans. “I was thinking about working a couple extra hours in the winery this afternoon since play practice is cancelled, but I’ll switch that around and—” 
 “Oh, no,” Esther interrupted. “Don’t change those plans for me. I have a ton of grading I can do on campus. Whenever you can get here is fine.” 
 “Okay, how’s six-thirty?” 
 “Perfect.” 
 “Are you going to be able to drive your car home from the Old Everly Place, though?” I asked. “I can just take you straight home.” 
 “Thanks, but I don’t want to leave my car there another night. I’m sure I’ll be able to drive. I can grin and bear it.” 
 “How about I bring someone with me? That way, when we get to the Old Everly Place, one of us can drive you home in your car while the other one follows. We’ll drop you off with the car, then head back to OV together.” 
 “Really? You think you could get someone to do that?” 
 “Of course. We’ll see you later today. If anything changes, just text me.”  
 I hung up and slid my phone into my pocket. Esther’s last words rang in my head. You think you could get someone to do that? The poor girl really must not have had many friends if such a little favor seemed like such a big deal to her. It made me grateful for what I had.



 

TWENTY-SEVEN


 


 

 When I walked into Amy’s coffee shop after speaking with Esther, she was standing behind the counter making fancy espresso drinks. I found an empty table and sat, thinking about how my afternoon plans had changed. Maybe Amy would come with me to pick up Esther. She seemed to work mornings most of the time, so maybe she’d be free this afternoon to take a ride with me. 
 “There you are!” Amy said once she finished with her customers and caught sight of me. “I knew you’d be in sooner or later. What can I get you?”  
 I stood and walked to the counter. “Maybe a triple espresso mocha with a shot of liquid clairvoyance.”  
 Amy grabbed a to-go cup and started scrawling on it with a Sharpie. “How about we make it a double since you probably don’t need that much caffeine, and then since I just ran out of liquid clairvoyance, I’ll draw a cute picture.” She held the cup toward me so that I could see the lovely palm tree and monkey face she had drawn.  
 “Even better,” I said. 
 She went to work making the drink. 
 “How are you?” she asked from behind the counter.  
 “Okay. I’d be better if I knew what had happened to Livy. But putting that aside for now, there’s something else I wanted to ask you about.” 
 Amy finished the drink and handed it to me. “Sure. Anything.” 
 I dropped my voice. “How does everything work upstairs? Do I need an appointment?” 
 “Most people do, but you don’t. What are you interested in?” 
 “Do you have any Steinbeck? I was thinking about getting Nico something.”  
 “I do. Anything in particular?” 
 I scrunched my nose. When I met Nico in Italy, one of the many reasons I fell in love with him was his love of books—particularly books that I felt were sometimes overlooked for their brilliance. Everyone talked about Of Mice and Men and The Grapes of Wrath when John Steinbeck came up. Those books were great, but they weren’t the only books Steinbeck wrote.  
 “East of Eden?” I asked. 
 It was still a popular title, but being overshadowed by other titles championed by high schools across the United States, I had no idea what Amy would say. That is, until she smiled. 
 “Yes, probably seven or eight of them. You can have your pick. I’ll give it to you.” 
 She was as bad at selling rare books as she was at selling coffee. 
 “No way,” I said. “You can’t just give books away. I want to buy one from you.” 
 Amy shook her head. “No, I want you to have it.” 
 “That doesn’t seem fair,” I said. “It’s going to be a birthday present.” 
 “If you’re bent on spending money, buy some Fitzgerald or Hemingway to go with the Steinbeck.”  
 Well, okay. I could do that. I had always wanted to read more Hemingway short stories. 
 “Do you have time now to show me the titles you have?” I asked. “Or maybe I can come back later, like tonight?”  
 “Tonight I have an appointment.” Amy scanned the coffee shop and then reached in her apron pocket. “I don’t have help down here for another two hours, and I probably shouldn’t leave the store unattended.” She handed me a set of keys from her apron. “Go on upstairs by yourself. Pick out whatever you want. The twentieth century American lit is on the back wall, off to the left. If you want to touch anything, there are gloves in the center-most display case with the Shakespeare First Folio.” 
 “Okay, thank you.” I pocketed the keys and turned toward the bookstore. After a couple steps, Amy’s words hit me. I stopped, turned, and walked back to her. 
 In a low voice, nearly a whisper, I said, “Did you just say you have an original Shakespeare upstairs? A Shakespeare First Folio?” 
 “Oh,” Amy said with a laugh. “No, no, no. That one upstairs is a replica. It’d be silly of me to have the original out.” 
 I blinked at her.  
 Ah, of course. It would be silly to put the original out. Something like that was only worth millions of dollars. 
 I couldn’t find words to respond.  
 “I’ll be here whenever you’re done,” she said. “Just make sure to lock the door at the bottom of the stairs and then swing by with the keys.” 
 I didn’t move. Was she serious? A Shakespeare First Folio? 
 “Jill,” she said, leaning slightly over the counter toward me. “Go. You’ve got stuff to do.” 
 That snapped me out of it. She was right. I had stuff to do. 
 I turned back to the bookstore archway, but again, after just a couple steps I backtracked. 
 “One more thing,” I said. 
 Amy smiled with the same sort of half-amused, half-patient look that my mother had perfected when my sisters and I were on the verge of driving her nuts. 
 “I know you said that you have an appointment tonight. What time? Want to run an errand with me about six-fifteen? Esther needs me to pick her up from school and take her to her car. And then since she still can’t drive with her sprained ankle, we need to get her and her car home. I think we’ll be back by six-forty-five.” 
 Amy pulled out her phone and opened its calendar. “Sure,” she said. “Bianca is working here tonight, and my appointment isn’t until seven. That’ll work.” She pocketed her phone and gave another one of those half-amused, half-patient smiles. “Now go,” she said.  
 I turned and scampered through the archway to the bookstore and went straight for the far back corner. Just a few people were browsing in the shop, and no one paid me any attention. As though I had every right to be there, I slid the key into the door’s lock and let myself into the narrow stairway up to Amy’s secret-ish shop. This time as I climbed the stairs, it was fun to look at the photos of writers on the walls. Last time I had been so confused about what was happening that I couldn’t appreciate them. This time, the photos made me feel joyful, like they were a celebration of art. 
 Inside the shop, I locked the door behind me and took my time wandering around. I knew what I wanted already, but I was just fascinated by all those first editions and rare documents. On my third lap around the store, I decided I wanted to make an appointment with Amy in the next couple days to come back. Hopefully by then I’d already have Nico’s present picked out, but I wanted to schedule some time to hear the whole back story on how she ended up with all those books. I wanted to hear more about her grandmother and her grandmother’s friend. I wanted to hear about how she decided what she wanted to keep, to give away, and to sell. I wanted to hear it all—it was just so fascinating.  
 I was just about to text her a request to get on her appointment calendar when my phone rang. Again it was an unrecognized number, but I wasn’t going to get my hopes up that it was Lucy this time. I didn’t want to pull out my all-business voice again unnecessarily. It was a waste of energy. 
 “Hello?” I said in my usual voice upon answering. 
 “So you’re going to fix my tickets?”  
 Dang. It was Lucy. I should have gone with the all-business greeting. 
 “That depends,” I said. “I need some information from you. If you give it to me, I’ll see what I can do.” 
 “I don’t divulge my sources,” she said.  
 “Look,” I said. “Livy was drugged. I don’t know what your source told you, but Livy was drugged. She didn’t just ingest some herbs accidentally. Unless you were in the hospital last night eavesdropping when Hunter told me and Nico about the drugging, the only other person who could know about it was the person who drugged her. So tell me, were you eavesdropping last night?” 
 “No.” 
 “Then your source was the person trying to kill Livy—and probably the person who killed Fleming. Why would you care about breeching confidentiality if we’re talking about a killer? Do you seriously have no conscience?” 
 “My source couldn’t be the killer. She got a threatening note herself, so she’s been just as much a target as anyone else. She’s not a killer.” 
 “Have fun paying your traffic tickets,” I said. And with that, I hung up. 
 Lucy didn’t directly give away her source, but I was pretty sure she had indirectly given it away. 
 I pulled up a note taking app on my phone and quickly listed all the women who had been sent a note.  

Gracie


Ashyln


Sophia


Livy


Esther


me


Lucy


Jules


Sandie

 I could rule out me and Livy. After that, I wasn’t one hundred percent sure anyone else could be crossed off. It was possible that anyone else on the list could have snuck into Livy’s store and gotten the belladonna. I didn’t have a clear motive for any of them, but that didn’t mean a motive didn’t exist. 
 My gut told me I could cross off Jules and Lucy. Jules was our friend, and Lucy was just too ambitious to do anything that would compromise her career. My gut also told me I could cross off the teenage girls. They may have been in the drama crowd at school, but their acting wasn’t that great. I doubted they could have sustained a charade like this for as long as Fleming had been missing. Plus, they loved Livy.  
 That left Sandie and Esther.  
 Was it possible that the person who poisoned Livy had faked a note to herself to throw off the Fleming investigation? I had thought Dr. Stevens might have done that, but maybe someone else did. Maybe Sandie or Esther did. 
 Sandie was a retired English professor, and Esther was filling in for a ninth grade English teacher. With their backgrounds, either one of them could have picked out literary quotes to put us on edge. Still, I couldn’t think of a motive either of them could have had. Sandie was friends with Dr. Stevens, Dr. Stevens used to work at Temecula Hills with Fleming, and Fleming was almost fired by Stevens. Could there have been some sort of connection there? I didn’t see it. And Esther. She asked Livy to help with the play in the first place, so why would she try to hurt Livy in the end? She was too shy and nervous to do something like that anyway. 
 But just in case. 
 I walked back downstairs, locking each door behind me, and went directly to Amy in the coffee shop. She was still behind the counter and just finishing up with a customer. As that customer walked away, I handed over her keys and said, “I’m going to have Nico come with me tonight to pick up Esther. I don’t want to risk you being late for your appointment at seven, and I’m slightly concerned that there might be something fishy going on with her. It’s probably nothing, but Nico would kill me if I ignored my suspicion and it led to me and you being in danger.” 
 She nodded. “Okay. Are you going to tell Detective Fitts your suspicions?” 
 I thought about it for a moment. “I don’t know. It’s really, really minor, and he’ll probably tell me I’m acting crazy. Maybe I’ll run it by Nico and see what he thinks.” 
 Amy nodded again. “Just do me a favor. Text me when you’re back after dropping her off so I know you’re safe.” 
 “You’ve got it.” 



 

TWENTY-EIGHT

   
   
 Nico had no problem going with me to pick up Esther from school.  
 “I get it,” he said while driving toward Temecula Hills. “She asked you for a favor, you said yes, and you want to honor that.” 
 “I sort of wish I hadn’t called Lucy about her source. If I hadn’t done that, I wouldn’t have this teeny-tiny suspicion about Esther now. Plus, I shouldn’t be snooping in the first place.” 
 “Well, I understand why you did that, too,” he said. “One of your best friends was poisoned. If it were one of my best friends, I’d probably do the same. And I’d rather you be suspicious than totally caught off guard.” 
 Oh, how I loved him.  
 “Do you think I should tell Fitts that I’m just a little worried about Esther?” I asked. 
 “Do you want to get yelled at for being nosy?” He glanced at me in the passenger seat as I shook my head. “I don’t think it’s a big deal right now. Esther should be out in front when we get to the school, and we’ll take her to get her car. I’ll drive her car home, and you can follow us. Then we’ll go home. This should be a non-event, so I don’t think the detective needs to be involved. But even so,” he paused and glanced at me again, “I’m glad you asked me to go rather than taking Amy. For the sake of precaution.” 
 “You’re stronger and scarier looking than Amy,” I said. 
 “I’m scary looking?” Nico laughed. 
 I laughed too. “No, especially not when you smile. But if you had to be scary, your height and your practically-shaved head would serve you well. With a little practice, you could pull off scary. Or intimidating, at least. Amy couldn’t do that ever.” 
 My phone rang. I looked at the screen and saw it was Esther. 
 “Hey Esther,” I said after connecting the call. “We’re on our way right now. See you out front in five minutes?” 
 “Oh, thank you so much, Jill. I was actually wondering if you’d be able to help me carry some boxes out? I need to get them moved, and I just can’t do it on this bum ankle.” 
 “Sure, no problem.” 
 “Great. Let’s meet by the back gate. It’s so much closer to where I am. Do you know where the school’s vineyard is?” 
 “The school has a vineyard?” 
 “It’s part of the agriculture program. The students grow grapes and sell them to winemakers. Anyway, drive through the parking lot to the back. You’ll see a little road that wraps around and will take you to the tiny farm we have here. Park where the road dead ends, and the gate will be open for you. Just walk in. I’ll meet you back there.” 
 Red flag. Red flag. Red flag. 
 “Okay,” I said, trying to sound bright and completely unworried. I felt Nico’s eyes on me. He had picked up on the tone change in my voice. “Is that a quicker way to get to your classroom?” 
 “Surprisingly, yes. And the baseball team practices not far from there, so it’s even easier to go that way since they leave the gate unlocked.” 
 Huh. Well, having the baseball team practicing nearby made me feel a little better, I guess. Witnesses. 
 I hung up and relayed Esther’s instructions to Nico. He didn’t respond with words, but his sideways glance let me know that he also wasn’t thrilled about the change of plans.  
 My phone buzzed as a text came through. It was from Amy. 

So far so good?

 I tapped out an answer. 

Eh. She wants us to meet her back by the school vineyard. She says she has some boxes she needs help moving. I think it’s weird.

 Then I started a new text to Jules. 

So Temecula Hills has a vineyard?

 Almost immediately, she started writing back. I waited for the message to come through. 

Yeah. It’s way at the back of the school property. A couple years after I graduated, some kids used their crop to make bootleg wine in a storage shed. Or so I heard. They got shut down, but it’s sort of funny.

 Okay, I had confirmation that there was actually a school vineyard. That was good.  
 Oh, I was just over-reacting. Everything was fine. Of course there was a school vineyard. Esther had no reason to make that up. We were just going to help her carry some boxes. Not a big deal at all. 
 *** 
 The gate was open, just like Esther said, but she was nowhere in sight. I was hoping that she’d be waiting by the gate with the boxes, but no. And I saw no sign of the baseball team or a baseball diamond. Nowhere. 
 We walked through the gate, right into the little vineyard. It was a great little vineyard—maybe ten rows of vines extending about fifty yards. If any of the agriculture students were planning a career in viticulture, the experience they were getting with this vineyard was probably priceless. If I hadn’t been worried about finding Esther, I would have allotted some energy toward being excited for those students. 
 “I bet that’s the storage shed where the kids made bootleg wine Jules mentioned,” I said, pointing toward a shed just beyond the vineyard. It was big—probably bigger than some of the New York City apartments I’d seen on television. It was at least big enough to park a car inside. I could see how kids might make bootleg wine there. It was far enough away from the main campus that administration likely didn’t bother checking on it all that often, and if the unit was used for storage, there were probably plenty of hiding spots behind school junk to make the wine.  
 “Where’s the English building?” Nico said. 
 I looked around, feeling somewhat disoriented seeing the school property from that vantage point. The big field on the other side of the vineyard might have been for P.E. Beyond that, I thought I saw the track-slash-football stadium. And beyond that, yes, there were school buildings. The closest must have been the English one. It seemed pretty far away. Was the distance from the back gate to that building really shorter than the distance from the front office to that building? That seemed hard to believe. 
 “I don’t know,” I said. “I’ll call Esther.” 
 We walked through the vineyard as I waited for the call to connect. It rang and rang and rang. When it finally went to voicemail, the outgoing message was the computerized default.  

Your call has been forwarded to an automated voice messaging system.

 I listened, slightly annoyed that Esther hadn’t picked up.  

At the tone please record your message. When you are done recording, you may hang up or press one for more options. 

 BEEP. 
 “Hey Esther, it’s Jill. We’re here. Call me back or text me so we can meet you.” 
 Just as I disconnected, a text from Amy came through.  

Do you need help? she wrote. 
 I started writing back that we were fine when a crash inside the storage room drew my attention away. A weak cry came from the same place. I followed Nico to the storage shed, leaving the text to Amy unfinished and unsent. 
 “Hello?” Nico said, banging on the door. “Everything okay in there?” 
 “No, I’m hurt,” the voice said from the inside.  
 “Esther, is that you?” I said. 
 “Jill? Yes, it’s me! I was trying to get some boxes down from a high shelf, and one was too heavy. I lost my balance and fell with it on top of my leg.” 
 Nico unlatched the door. “Stay here for a second,” he said to me.  
 I halfway listened to him. The shed was dark, and as Nico stepped inside, I moved to the partially-opened door, trying to see where Esther was on the floor. Why in the world would she be getting boxes down from shelves in the dark? 
 Suddenly, I heard a loud, dull thud followed by an exhale that only could have come from Nico. There was another dull thud as something hit the ground—and I feared that something might have been Nico. 
 I stepped inside. “Nico? Esther? What’s happening—why is it dark in here?” 
 Just as I tripped over whatever was on the ground, I heard Esther grunt like she was summoning up all her energy.  
 “Dammit!” she exclaimed.  
 As I scrambled to my feet, the shed door closed, extinguishing the only sliver of light. In the split second before it closed, I saw enough to piece together what had happened. Esther had whacked Nico over the head with something, and he had fallen to the floor. I then stepped inside, and Esther swung at me, but she missed because I had tripped over Nico. 
 And then she closed the shed door. 
 “What are you doing?” I said, fumbling with my phone to turn on its flashlight.  
 I didn’t know what to do. Nico was on the ground, Esther had just come at me, and I was in the dark. If I could just see—if I could just get the flashlight on—then I’d be able to assess the situation, maybe a little. 
 But no. She knocked the phone from my hand, and it went down somewhere beside Nico. 
 Obviously her eyes had adjusted to the dark already. Mine had not. 
 “What are you doing?” I said. “What’s wrong with you?!” 
 “You’re too nosy, Jill,” she said. “And either too brave or too stupid for your own good.” 
 “I think this situation proves that I’m too stupid,” I said. I was having trouble orienting myself in the room. I knew that Nico lay between me and the door after I tripped over him, and I knew that Esther had closed the door—but the sound of her voice was moving, like she was starting to pace. Or starting to circle. 
 “How’d you figure it out?” Esther asked. 
 “Figure what out?” I said.  
 I knew what she had meant. Obviously she had something to do with Livy’s poisoning or Fleming’s death—or both. But being too stupid for my own good was probably the best way to stall and get my bearings. 
 “You asked for a ride to your car,” I said. “You said to come to the back gate. You said you had boxes to move. If I had figured something out, do you think I’d be standing in the dark with Nico at my feet right now?” 
 Oh my goodness. Nico. I prayed he was okay. I dropped to my knees and felt for a pulse. He was breathing. His heart was pumping. Oh, thank goodness. But how was I going to get us out of this?” 
 “What did you do?” I said. 
 “You know what I did,” Esther said. Her voice continued to move around, like waves coming at me from the right and left, one after the other. She was pacing. 
 “I’m starting to wonder,” I said. 
 “Fleming was a low life,” Esther said. “He ruined people’s lives. He was on the verge of ruining my life, and I wasn’t going to let him.” 
 Now her voice was behind me. She was circling. Like a vulture.  
 My mind raced. We had to get out of there. Only one other person knew where I was. Amy. Her last text asked if we needed help, and I hadn’t responded. 
 If I had been her, what would I have done? Sent help? 
 I sure hoped so. 
 I had to keep Esther talking. If she kept talking and circling, maybe I could distract her and then… 
 And then… 
 And then what? 
 I’d have to figure that out, but first I had to keep her talking.  
 “How was he on the verge of ruining your life?” I asked, slowly rising to my feet again. “How did he hurt you?” 
 “Did you know I’ve been trying to get a teaching job for two years now? Two years. No one will hire me. I even tried to get a job at your school this year, and that stupid principal of yours wouldn’t hire me. He was an assistant principal here at Temecula Hills my senior year, and I was sure when he became a principal somewhere that he’d give me a job. He told me once that I was great in a school play, so I knew he’d see my potential as a drama teacher. But no. Not even he would hire me.” 
 “So this is about a job?” 
 Esther laughed. Now she was pacing on the other side of me, which meant Nico and I were closer to the door than she was. I inched toward her. Maybe I’d be able to lunge and tackle her to the ground. We once practiced take downs in Jules’ Friday self defense class. It was at least a year ago, but I could probably still do it. If I kept her talking, she wouldn’t expect it. 
 “Fleming was going to take an early retirement,” she said. “He was tired, and he was disillusioned about working with kids. He was just done. I had been helping him with plays these last two years so that I had something to put on my resume while I tried to get a job, and he promised I could take his place when he left. But guess what? He decided not to retire for this upcoming year. Something about his retirement benefits not being enough to live on, so no new job for me. He never made good on his promises. Never. I’m not the only one whose life he’s messed up.” 
 “So you killed him,” I said. “You tortured him and killed him.” 
 “Something like that.” 
 I inched toward her. “I don’t understand. When he went missing, why’d Livy get involved with the spring play? Why didn’t you just take over if that’s what you were after?” 
 “Too obvious,” Esther said. “I didn’t want anyone to think I was after his job. So when the high school girls suggested Livy, I was all for it. She wasn’t a threat to me long-term. She had her own business, so she’d never try to replace Fleming for the next school year.” 
 “You were using Livy.” I inched forward further. So far so good. Esther was still pacing. She hadn’t switched back to circling, so I was getting closer.  
 “Of course. But then guess what happened?” 
 “What?” I asked.  
 “It became clear to me right away that the kids loved Livy. They loved her. And it was pointless for me to try winning them over, especially since the school administration wasn’t even paying attention. I wanted the principal to see how great I was so that he’d naturally slide me into Fleming’s vacancy next year, but he was too preoccupied to care. It was so annoying.” 
 “Because one of his teachers had gone missing?” I asked. I was almost within range to lunge for Esther. She was so wrapped up in her confession that she didn’t even seem to notice. I just needed to keep her talking for another minute. 
 “Well, yes. But then those stupid girls found Fleming—luckily just hours after he died and not before. And that seemed like it might work out for me. Obviously the play would be canceled after that, and I could stop pointlessly spending my afternoons with your annoying do-gooder friend.” 
 “But it wasn’t cancelled.” 
 “No. I couldn’t believe when those girls convinced Livy to do the play in the park. I was so mad. So mad that I cursed the girls. That didn’t scare them into stopping the play, though.” 
 A piece of the puzzle clicked in my mind. 
 “You went into their backpacks during their P.E. class and wrote the Romeo and Juliet curse on their scripts?” I asked. 
 “Truth be told, I had some help from my teaching assistant and some tracing paper, but you don’t really care how I stole someone else’s handwriting to do it, do you?” 
 “Then you did the same to write those notecards to the rest of us.” 
 “Anyone who got too nosy, yes. But no one got the message, and the play continued. I was near my wit’s end. Spending all that time, working on that play, no one even caring. So I had to come up with something else.”  
 “That was when you drugged Livy?” Just another baby step forward, and I’d be able to tackle Esther to the ground. Almost there. 
 “I had no choice. And as an added bonus, when I tipped off the newspaper, I called into question Livy’s expertise about herbs, so that was fun.” 
 “So you called Lucy Argyle.” 
 This was it. When Esther passed by one more time, I was going for her. 
 But then, a noise came from the far corner of the shed. I looked over just as a male voice sighed with disgust. And then a crudely-wired light hanging from the ceiling flicked on. 
 “Oh, this is taking forever,” said the man sitting on a box in the corner, his hand still on a light switch next to the shed’s other door. “Let’s get on with it. What are we going to do with these two?” 
 As the man stood, recognition settled over me. Tall, dark, and probably handsome if I were still in high school. But it wasn’t Victor. He looked like Victor, but he wasn’t Victor. 
 Ah, yes. 
 He was Victor’s brother.  
 Xavier. 
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 “Aren’t we going to stick to the plan?” Esther said to Xavier. 
 “Not now,” Xavier said. “You missed when you tried to knock her out,” he lifted his chin to me, “and instead of trying again, you confessed.” 
 “I didn’t confess,” Esther spat. “Did you hear me say anything about you?” She held an empty red wine bottle at her side, which must have been what she used to hit Nico.  
 That was not good. 
 “You were about to,” Xavier said. “I know you. It was about to come out.” 
 “You’re Victor’s brother, aren’t you?” I asked. I just had to double check. 
 “Yes, that lazy piece of garbage is my younger brother. Don’t get me started on him.” 
 I had no desire to do that. 
 I did, however, desire to get my unconscious boyfriend and myself out of there.  
 Xavier and Esther were already bickering. Maybe I could leverage their annoyance with each other. Now that a dim light bulb was on, I could see what resources were available to me. Along each wall were workbenches stacked with boxes. Gardening supplies, I’d guess. I didn’t dare look behind me to the door, but I was pretty sure we couldn’t have been more than four or five feet from it. If I could get them to strike up a good argument, maybe I could snatch one of the boxes, throw it at them, get to the door, and scream my head off while running away. Hopefully they’d chase after me, which would get Nico out of harm’s way. And the baseball team was somewhere out there, supposedly, so someone had to be around to hear me—eventually.  
 “Why are you making her do all the dirty work?” I said, directing my words at Xavier. “You made her knock out a six-foot tall man and now you’re giving her a bad time about missing me. What other dirty work have you made her do?” 
 “Everything,” Esther said with disgust. 
 “That’s your fault,” Xavier said, slowly moving up the middle of the shed toward us. “You’re the literature nerd who wanted to use an Edgar Allan Poe theme with Fleming. You’re the one who wanted to write those stupid notes to people involved with the play. I knew that wouldn’t scare off anyone, but I let you do it anyway.” 
 Xavier stopped beside Esther, his eyes narrowed. 
 “What did you have against Fleming?” I asked.  
 “More than you could imagine. Did you know that I auditioned for a role in a little indie film years ago, and after I got it, Fleming told me to turn it down and go to college? He said that I’d have plenty of time for acting later on. I took his advice and turned it down. You know what happened to the guy who took it?” 
 I shook my head. 
 “Have you seen the latest Alien Invasion movie?” 
 I hadn’t, but I nodded anyway. I had read last weekend that the latest Alien Invasion movie broke some kind of box office record, so I could tell where this was going. 
 “Yep, the guy who took the indie role I turned down is now one of Hollywood’s biggest new movie stars. That could have been me. But no. I went to college, auditioned the entire four years, and never again was offered a role. I missed my chance, and it was all Fleming’s fault. He thought he could somehow make it up to me by helping Victor develop his acting skills. You know, like he messed up with the first kid but wouldn’t make the same mistakes with the second, just like a crappy parent might think. But I couldn’t care less about Victor and his talent. Or lack thereof.” 
 “So you lured Fleming into the Old Everly Place and starved him to death?” 
 Xavier shrugged. “I was not particular about how we did it. Esther over here wanted him to suffer.” He inclined his head toward her. 
 “I’ve always been a sucker for symbolism,” she said. 
 The pure revoltingness of their crimes made me want to throw up.  
 “Enough small talk,” Xavier said to Esther. “What’s the plan? What are we going to do with these two now?” 
 Esther’s eyes darted from me to Nico to me again. “Well, we can do something Romeo and Juliet inspired. What about—” 
 “I’m tired of all this symbolic stuff,” Xavier said. “I just want to get it done.” 
 He lunged for the wine bottle in Esther’s hand. Shock colored her face as she let go, totally not expecting him to make the grab. Xavier swung the bottle at her head. I screamed as she crumpled to the floor. 
 Oh. No. 
 Impulsively, recoiling, I stepped back, losing all the ground I had made while inching forward. 
 “I’m done with her,” Xavier said. “She’s a worker bee and gets stuff done.” He stepped toward me. “But everything is always ten times more convoluted and difficult in the process.” 
 It was time to make a move. I grabbed a box off the nearest workbench and threw it at Xavier. The gardening gloves inside flew everywhere as Xavier deflected the box. I jumped over Nico and screamed. If I could just get to the door, if I could just pull it open… 
 But none of that was meant to be. Xavier was hot on my heels, and just as I shoved another box off a workbench at him, he reached for my arm and pulled me back. I screamed bloody murder again. 
 The shed door swung open. Standing there in the doorway was none other than my principal, Dr. Stevens.  
 “Xavier, no!” he yelled. 
 And then everything went black. 
 *** 
 What happened next was a blur. I remembered waking up and seeing Xavier face-down on the ground with Dr. Stevens’ knee in his back. I remembered sirens and police swarming. Nico carrying me out of the shed. An ambulance ride. Stella and Aldo holding my hands while I lay in bed. Holly doing something to my toes. Painting my toenails, maybe? 
 But mostly I remembered waves of sleepiness forcing my eyes closed whenever I opened them.  
 It wasn’t until the next morning that I started to feel like myself. I awoke in a hospital bed, slightly shaken to find that those blurry memories hadn’t just been a horrific dream. Nico sat in a chair nearby, and the second I saw him, I started crying. 
 “Hey,” he said softly, standing up and approaching my side. “You okay?” He took my hand and squeezed it. 
 I nodded, trying to force back the tears. “But you, what about you? I walked us into a trap. I put us in danger, I didn’t know, I didn’t—” 
 He kissed me and brushed some hair away from my eyes. “I’m fine,” he said. “Esther didn’t hit me very hard. I think she was going for my head, but she got my shoulder. I stumbled and ended up on the ground because I tripped over something—maybe a box—and on the way down, I hit the corner of a table.” He pointed to a bandage on the left side of his head. “I might have blacked out for a couple seconds, but really, she didn’t get me very hard.” 
 “So you’re okay?” I said. I wiped my eyes with the back of my free hand. 
 He nodded. “When you were checking to see if I was breathing, I came back around. But I was a little dazed, and once I got my bearings, I realized I couldn’t just jump up and get us out of there. We were in the dark and couldn’t see anything. I also didn’t know what Esther had hit me with or if she had anything more dangerous with her. So as she confessed, I listened and tried to figure out what to do. Then crazy Xavier turned on the light, put his two cents into the confession, and went after Esther. When she was down and he came after you with the wine bottle, I grabbed his leg. He still got you, but the doctors think it could have been much worse.” He tapped my temple lightly. “Looks like everything up here is going to be fine.” 
 Well, that was good.  
 “The last thing I remember before everything gets foggy is seeing Dr. Stevens.” I paused, trying to pull the memory into focus. “Was he there? Or was that not really a memory at all—maybe a dream?” 
 Nico shook his head. “Not a dream. As Xavier went for you, Dr. Stevens swung open the door and attacked him with pepper spray. I’ll let him give you his side of the story. It’s wild. By the time I got to my feet, Stevens had Xavier pinned to the ground. He didn’t need my help, and seconds later the police arrived. I got you out of there, we were taken to the hospital, there were a lot of tests, and here we are now.” 
 “So Dr. Stevens helped us get out of there,” I said.  
 Nico nodded. 
 I felt an odd mixture of gratitude and dread. Of course I was grateful that anyone would help in such a scary situation. But Dr. Stevens. Of all people. He was the last one I wanted there. I was sure he’d find a way to put me down for what had happened. He’d probably work it into a teaching evaluation as a black mark against my sense of responsibility.  
 “I had a long talk with him last night, Jill,” Nico said. His face suddenly turned apologetic, just as Amy’s had when she told me that she liked Stevens.  
 Oh no, here it came.  
 “I know you hate him,” Nico said. “But he might not be a bad guy.” 
 “Why do people up here think that?” I asked. “It makes me feel like I’m crazy. But I know I’m not crazy because the staff in Carlsbad feels the same way. It’s just the people up here who love him. I don’t understand.” 
 “He knows that the staff in Carlsbad doesn’t like him. I don’t think it’s entirely his fault, based on some of the remarks he made last night. Some of this is coming down from the district office and the people there wanting him to make changes at the school.” 
 I gave Nico a look that said I don’t buy it.

 “Okay,” he said, “Stevens knows that he’s made some mistakes in trying to implement change. He’s seeing that now.”  
 The I-don’t-buy-it look remained on my face. “Why? What would bring about that reflection suddenly? And more importantly, does that mean he’ll stop being such a jerk?” 
 “I don’t know how his approach is going to change. But I can venture a guess about why a change might be coming.” 
 I raised an eyebrow. Oh? I silently inquired. 
 “Sandie Oakes,” Nico said. His face broke into a grin. “They’re dating.” 
 I drew in a long, loud breath. My eyes grew. “What? When? How do you know?” 
 “I don’t know specifics. You can ask him if you want.” 
 I rolled my eyes. Like I’d ask Dr. Stevens about his love life. 
 “Amy told me last night. Apparently, Dr. Stevens and Sandie met through their shared love of old books, they became friends, one thing led to another, and here we are.” 
 “Sandie’s got to be at least twenty years older than him,” I said. “I thought she might have a thing for Aldo.” 
 Nico shook his head. “Nope, she definitely doesn’t have a thing for Aldo. And at some point in life, age is just a number. You know that. Sandie and Stevens also both lost their spouses to cancer, so that probably brought them together, too.” 
 I let Nico’s words sink in. 
 I knew that Sandie lost her husband to cancer, and thinking about the pain so clearly still gripping her made my heart hurt. But Stevens also lost his spouse to cancer? He was so young. When did that happen? 
 “Apparently that’s why Stevens took a job in Carlsbad,” Nico continued. “His wife was a teacher in the district up here, and he needed to get away from the memories. He was planning to put his house on the market and move south if the school year in Carlsbad ended on a good note. But now that he has Sandie up here, he might not.” 
 Again I let Nico’s words sink in. 
 “Stevens told Amy all this? And then she told you last night?” 
 Nico shook his head. “Sandie told Amy. I don’t know when. And Amy told me last night.” 
 “I think I’m on information overload,” I said. “It’s so much to take in.” 
 Nico kissed me again. “Just rest. We can talk more later.” 
 That was a good idea. But first, I needed to know one more thing. 
 I pulled the covers off my feet. Sure enough, my toenails were painted purple. 
 “Did Holly do this to me?” I asked, wiggling my toes. 
 Nico smiled. “Yes. I think she was in the middle of painting her own nails when she got the call that you were here. Without really thinking, she put the nail polish bottle in her pocket and raced over. So, you know, once she got here, found out you were okay and realized she had the nail polish, she figured she’d put it to good use.” 
 And with that, the biggest mystery of the morning was solved. 
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 The next day, Livy called an extra play practice. 
 Of course she did. 
 Now that Esther and Xavier had been apprehended, we had to make up Friday’s missed practice. Never mind that it was Sunday. Or that we still had weeks before the kids had to perform. Or that the start date could be moved if the kids weren’t ready since the play was only being informally done in the park. 
 Livy wanted to practice. 
 And who was I to argue? Truth be told, I was just glad to be alive.  
 Ten minutes before my shift in the tasting room ended and I’d be on my way to make up play practice, none other than Dr. Stevens walked in. 
 Great.  
 Since Nico told me yesterday what had happened and how great Dr. Stevens was, I knew I’d have to face him sooner or later. Best case scenario, I’d put it off until afterschool Monday. Worst case scenario, he’d show up at the tasting room before play practice and want to talk. 
 It looked like we were going with the worst case scenario. 
 My boss walked up to the bar, and I gave him a big smile. “Hi, Dr. Stevens. Interested in tasting some wine?” I placed a wine glass in front of him.  
 “Hi Jill,” he said, pushing the wine glass back toward me. “No winetasting for me today. I was hoping we could have a minute to talk. I thought it would be best to get everything out in the open before school resumed tomorrow.” 
 Ugh.  
 Okay. 
 Holly appeared behind me and leaned her chin on my shoulder. “Why don’t you just take off now, Jilly Bean? You only have ten minutes left in your shift anyway.” 
 My sister. Always helpful. 
 “Let’s go outside,” I said to Dr. Stevens.  
 He nodded and waited as I came around the bar. Together we walked to the door. There were a couple open tables on the patio, and I chose the one closest to the street. 
 First things first. A show of appreciation and gratitude was in order. 
 “Thank you,” I said, sitting down. “I don’t know what would have happened if you hadn’t tackled Xavier.” 
 “It looked like you and Nico were handling it when I arrived,” Stevens said, also sitting down. “I suppose you’re wondering why I was there in the first place.” 
 I nodded. 
 “I’ll be brief. I heard your play practice is recommencing this afternoon.” 
 I nodded again. “In about ten minutes.” 
 “Yes, well then. To give a little background, I started working at Temecula Hills as an assistant principal when Xavier and Esther were seniors. Esther was a very serious student, quiet, and deeply involved with drama. Xavier was also deeply involved with drama, but he was a troublemaker. He bootlegged wine from the agricultural department, he played practical jokes on the teachers, he crossed lines right and left. A couple parents tried to sue the school district for shenanigans he pulled at the Old Everly Place on the weekends, but they never got anywhere since schools have no control over what students do on their own time off campus. In general, Xavier was a huge headache, but he got away with more than he probably should have because he was charming.” 
 Dr. Stevens leaned back in his seat and glanced toward the street as though taking a moment to collect his thoughts. 
 “Marcus Fleming, on the other hand, wasn’t charming. He seemed like a fine teacher at first. Until I discovered some inappropriate behavior. You probably heard from Lucy Argyle that I tried to fire him, which was true. Did you know that Lucy was also in Xavier and Esther’s class?” 
 I shook my head. She graduated with Xavier and Esther? Small world. 
 “She was a pain, too,” Stevens said. “She was then, and she is now. I believe you and I have both been victims of her twisting our words for newspaper articles. She did that to me when there was a fire here months ago, and she just did it to you when Fleming died, correct?” 
 Oh. It hadn’t occurred to me that Dr. Stevens’ quote in the paper after the fire could have been twisted. I thought he was just being his normal mean self.  
 Another reason to hate Lucy. 
 “Anyway,” Stevens continued, “After discovering Fleming’s behavior toward some students, I wanted him removed from the classroom. But there was little I could do when the mistreated students wouldn’t give formal statements. At that point, the quality of his teaching dropped dramatically, but again, I had little recourse. I’m saddened that Fleming met such a terrible fate, but the biggest regret I have in my career is being unable to remove him from the classroom. Maybe if I had managed that, he wouldn’t have ended up the way he did.”  
 I felt like a completely-egocentric child. It had been so easy to assume Stevens didn’t have feelings.  
 “So how did you figure out what was going on with Xavier and Esther?” I asked. 
 “At first, it was just a minor suspicion. I immediately thought of Xavier because of the Old Everly Place. Plus, I knew through Victor that Xavier was unhappy with how his life turned out and blamed Fleming for it.” 
 “Did you suspect Esther at first, too? Or was she a surprise?” 
 He shook his head. “I knew she and Xavier were friends in high school. But I didn’t connect her to any of this. She was one of the students who wouldn’t come forward and make a formal complaint against Fleming, in fact.” 
 “She was hoping he’d get her a job,” I said. 
 “Nico told me about that last night. He also told me that she was responsible for those literary quotes sent to us.” He looked at his watch. “Do you need to get to play practice? I can walk over there with you.” 
 I nodded and stood. As we crossed the patio toward the street, I said, “She’s a really good actress, too. She even faked that note to herself and then pretended to be so upset about it. I had no idea.” 
 “A really good actress, yes. And scary. She was a master at overhearing conversations and using the overheard information against others. I’m certain that’s how she decided which quote to send to which person. I had a conversation with your friends Livy and Amy last night, and we figured out most of it. Esther likely overheard you talking about Sonnet 94 in play practice, which apparently you talk about a lot. And she likely overheard Livy talking about canker-blossoms at practice. Livy remembered telling some kids a story about how she liked using that word as an insult for her own arch-nemesis in high school.” 
 Canker-blossom was a fun word to use. 
 We crossed the street toward the closest park bench. I noticed the Council of Elders doing their laps, but there were only three of them. Aldo was missing. Hmm. Maybe he had given up and confessed to his friends that he preferred donuts over power walking. 
  “Then,” Dr. Stevens said, “Esther went to school with Lucy, and that’s probably where she found out that Lucy’s deathly allergic to beestings. I’ll never forget my first day as an assistant principal at Temecula Hills because Lucy was stung by a bee and we almost lost her. I bet Esther knew about it and decided to send Lucy the wasp quote as a result. She probably knew something about your friend Jules from high school as well, but we could only speculate about that.”  
 Whoa. I didn’t know what to say.  
 Dr. Stevens paused before going on. “And then, Esther didn’t like that I was snooping at the high school this week, asking my former colleagues questions about what had happened. She didn’t like that I brought Sandie with me once, either. So she sent quotes that surely would stab at us.” 
 We sat down on the bench.  
 “So how’d you figure out that your initial suspicion about Xavier was right?” I asked. 
 “Victor came to me. He had suspected his brother from the very beginning. In fact, he was afraid that Xavier was setting him up by daring Victor to go down into the Old Everly cellar, fully aware that there was a dying man behind the false wall with loose bricks. I’ve known Victor since he entered high school, and he’s not a bad kid. He’s struggled against his brother’s reputation and finding his own way in the absence of good parental supervision and guidance. He came to me often when problems arose in school, and when he thought Xavier had something to do with Fleming’s death, he found me again. After Livy went missing, he was certain his brother had something to do with it. Xavier got home late that night with cuts and scratches everywhere. Victor felt certain that Xavier had been down in that ravine with Livy and Esther. And he was right.” 
 “Really?” 
 Xavier confessed to that last night. It was another one of Esther’s complicated set ups. At the end of play practice on Thursday, she slipped an herbal extract in Livy’s afternoon green drink and stayed nearby until it took effect. Then she drove Livy to the hardware store—using Livy’s car. She even ‘borrowed’ Livy’s phone to text Hunter about the errand. Xavier met them there in Esther’s car, which they then used to drive her to the ravine behind the Old Everly Place. Esther called the girls to help her ‘find’ Livy there, and then made sure that the girls wouldn’t be able to find her. She thought no one would suspect her if she faked an injury while looking for Livy. If you and Nico hadn’t shown up, who knows what would have happened.” 
 “It was our dog who really found her.” 
 “Victor told me that he suspected Xavier shortly before the appointment I had with Amy last night to look at a rare book. You know about her business, right?” 
 I nodded.  
 “Sandie went to the appointment with me, and Amy was clearly agitated. I asked what was wrong, and she said she was worried about you. I pressed for more details, and she filled me in. In my gut I was sure Xavier was trapping you in the same place where he had bootlegged wine years ago, so I raced over there. Sandie gave me her pepper spray and told me to call with an update when I got there. When I arrived, I heard screams inside the shed. I called 911, barged in, and you know the rest.” 
 Nico was right. Stevens’ story was wild.  
 “Thank you,” I said. “It’s scary to think about what would have happened if you hadn’t put the pieces together.” 
 Stevens nodded. “By the way, I’m glad you’re okay.” 
 “Thanks,” I said. 
 “And on that note, I also wanted to say that I’ve been reflecting on how this school year has gone. I think I might have been harder on the teachers than I’ve needed to. The reasons for my approach aren’t as valid as they once seemed, and I’ll be continuing to reflect on this as we close up the year and go into summer.” 
 I nodded. Maybe I had been too hard on Stevens. Pressure from the school district was tough. And how could I fault anyone for being extraordinarily grumpy after losing a spouse?  
 “It might be hard for you to believe, but it’s not really in my nature to be a difficult or uncaring person.” 
 “No, it’s not hard for me to believe,” I said. “The people at Temecula Hills rave about you. Amy and Nico both like you. Even Detective Fitts likes you. I think he said you were ‘delightful,’ actually.” 
 Stevens laughed.  
 “I wouldn’t go that far,” he said. “I’d take ‘genial,’ though. Anyway, going into our next school year, I hope you’ll keep an open mind about me. I do value the work you do.” 
 I nodded at my feet. Well, shoot. It was nice to hear that he valued my work, but I did wonder where that left me. How much did he value my work? Enough that I ought to stop applying for jobs up in Temecula? Asking me to keep an open mind after saving my life yesterday might mean putting off the job search for at least another year. 
 “I will be making one big change tomorrow, though,” Dr. Stevens said. 
 I looked at him. 
 “I’m buying all the teachers pepper spray.” 
 I liked that.  
 “Hello, Jill!” 
 I turned at the sound of my grandfather’s voice. Behind me, Livy and Aldo were walking across the park toward us, arm in arm. I stood as they approached.  
 “Nonno, I was wondering where you were. No exercising with the Council today?” 
 Aldo laughed. “No, no. No exercise today. Too much to do! I have lines to memorize, Jill.” 
 Lines to memorize? 
 I looked at Livy who was grinning. 
 “Victor dropped out of the play,” she said. “He needed a break after everything that happened, and I’m not sure he ever really wanted to be part of it in the first place.” She looked at Aldo, still grinning. “So your gracious grandfather offered to step in and take Victor’s role.” 
 It was my turn to laugh. “You’ve always wanted to be an actor, Nonno,” I said to my grandfather.  
 “You see, Jill,” he said wagging his finger at me, “we get to live many lives in one lifetime, don’t we? Maybe, you know, I’m starting on my next life as an actor.” He winked at me.  
 “I can’t wait to see how it goes,” I said. 
 “Come on, let’s get started. The kids are all here,” Livy said to me and my grandfather. To Dr. Stevens, she said, “Do you mind if I steal Jill?” 
 “Not at all,” Dr. Stevens said. “I think we’re finished.” 
 “Thank you again,” I said to him.  
 He nodded, almost with a smile. Behind him, I saw Sandie Oakes crossing the street toward us. I wondered if they were meeting up for a date. 
 I was happy for them. I was glad they found each other. 
 As I walked across the park toward the high schoolers waiting for us, I thought about what Aldo said.  

We get to live many lives in one lifetime, don’t we? 

 Maybe he was right.  
 With the friends and the family and the love I had, certainly I had more life than I deserved.  
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